The Work of Discipleship-Living by Faith
Time after Pentecost – Lectionary 27, Pentecost 19
Habakkuk 1:1-4, 2:1-4, 2 Timothy 1:1-14, Luke 17:5-10

Oct. 3rd, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,

There are many examples of everyday items where a little bit goes a long way.  A little bit, produces big results.  By the sink at the condo where I’m living, I have a bottle of liquid dish soap, for washing dishes.  I use it mainly for things I don’t put in the dishwasher.  Well, you only need a few drops, to have a sink full of suds to be able to wash those dishes.  Likewise for the dishwasher itself, you only need a small amount of dishwasher detergent in the compartment, to wash a load of dishes.  

My wife is primarily of Norwegian descent, so spicy foods are not her thing.  For her, spicy is a little bit of cinnamon sprinkled on rice pudding.  So, we don’t use a lot of garlic or onion or jalapeno pepper in our cooking.  A little spice goes a long way, depending upon your particular likes and dislikes for certain tastes.  

You can probably think of your own examples, but I seem to remember when our kids were young telling them not to take too much sugar or pepper or hot sauce or whatever it was.  You only need a little.  It goes a long way.


Throughout the fall we’re looking at what it means to be a disciple of Jesus and the work we are called to do.  Today I want to speak about something that is at the very core of discipleship, living by faith.  What is faith?  How do we get it?  How much do we need?  Can I get more?  What can I do with it?  These are all good questions and things I want to talk about today.


In today’s lessons, faith is central.  In the verses right before our gospel, Jesus challenges his disciples to live out their lives of faith, which includes forgiving others.  Feeling overwhelmed by all this, the disciples say to Jesus, “Lord, increase our faith!”  That seems like a logical request.  If you could just give us more faith, then we could do these things better.  Who among us has not thought to ourselves, if only I had more faith, I could serve God better and be a better person.  Or perhaps, if only I had as much faith as that person, my life would be so much better.   “God, give me more faith.  I’m weak, I’m having a hard time right now.”  Seems like a reasonable request to me!

But how does Jesus respond?  “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.”  He seems to be saying, look inside yourselves.  You already have enough, tiny though it may be.  You don’t need more, you need to trust and use what is already there.

Too often, I think, faith is seen as some kind of a commodity which we somehow can measure and compare with one another.  She’s new to the faith, so she’s only has a quarter cup of faith.  He’s been a Christian a long time, he has a gallon of faith.  Someone like Billy Graham or Rick Warren or the Pope must have gallons and gallons of faith. 

But I don’t think that’s right, nor is it what Jesus teaches here.  He doesn’t proceed to instruct the disciples in how to get more faith.  Rather, he seems to be saying, you already have more than enough.  It’s already there.  

After all, what is faith?  Faith is simple trust.  If you have that, you have faith, and that’s enough.  That’s why Jesus said children are models of faith.  What do children do?  They trust their parents.  They trust those around them.  They trust God.  Look at a child, and you’ll see faith.  It’s not measured like some commodity, it’s simple trust, something we all can do.

My father was a bridge engineer.  He designed many bridges in Minnesota, all of which still stand.   Crossing a bridge is an act of faith.  You trust the bridge will hold.  It’s not a matter of having a certain amount of faith.  Either you trust or you don’t.  Either you cross or you stay.  A few years ago I decided to quit using that example, because bridges just don’t collapse.  You really don’t need faith to cross a bridge, since they’re built so sturdy these days.  And then , tragically, we had a major bridge collapse in Minnesota, the interstate 35W bridge over the Mississippi River.  Many lost their lives and many were severely injured.  We do have to trust that bridges will hold, each time we cross.  That’s having faith.


In the same way we have to trust God.  We trust God is with us and will hold us.  We trust God’s love and promises, and that they are far more trustworthy than a bridge made by human hands.  When we trust God, we have faith, and that’s more than enough.  I’ve never been able to uproot a tree by faith, so my faith must be pretty small, smaller than a mustard seed.   But, it’s enough.  God can use that tiny faith.

Now I don’t want to suggest that having this simple faith is an easy thing, nor that it is always equally strong in our lives.  We are human, and have our ups and downs.  One of the most difficult things about living faithfully is that it often involves waiting.  We have to wait for God’s plan and God’s will to unfold for us and the world, and that takes time.  The prophet Habakkuk in the first lesson was impatient and dare I say, angry with God for not bringing about justice in the land.  The wicked seemed to have the upper hand.  “O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or cry to you violence, and you will not save?” he asks.

But then God speaks.  “For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, it does not lie.  If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay.”  And then he concludes, “but the righteous live by their faith.”

It’s terribly difficult to wait for God’s plan to unfold.  When we’re feeling lost, needing direction, wondering what’s next, it’s a hard place to be.  But, sometimes God takes us there, and we depend on faith, tiny though it may seem, to get us through. There we trust that God will lead us to where God wants us to be.

And sometimes our faith needs a spark.  In 2nd Timothy 1 vs. 6, Paul reminds Timothy of his faith, and to re-kindle the gift of God within him.  Faith is a gift.  It’s not something we’ve earned, achieved, or deserved.  It’s not a commodity to be measured or compared.  It’s something, by the power of the Spirit, that is given by God to us.  It does need to be re-kindled from time to time, a new log thrown on the fire, that’s part of why we worship regularly.  But God gives that gift of faith.  It’s there when we trust.  It may seem tiny, but it’s more than enough.

And just how do we get the seed of faith to take root in our lives?  Well, we also see from the lessons that faith is meant to be lived and shared.  God used someone, or maybe it was several people, to bring faith to your life.  Take a moment to think about who that was for you.  That’s how faith is passed on.

I love these touching words by Paul to Timothy, 2nd Timothy 1 vs. 5.  “I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that first lived in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, I am sure, lives in you.”  This is faith being lived out and witnessed to in the family.  Here’s three generations of faith.  It starts with Lois, is passed to her daughter Eunice, who then passes it on to her son Timothy.  Who passed on the faith to you?  How are you passing it on to those that follow?

The last thing I want to say about faith today is that a little faith, can accomplish great things.  A little faith can overcome life’s greatest challenges.  It doesn’t take much, just a tiny bit, and wonderful things can happen.  

A young boy by the name of James had a desire to be the most famous manufacturer and salesman of cheese in the world. He planned on becoming rich and famous by making and selling cheese and began with a little buggy pulled by a pony named Paddy. After making his cheese, he would load his wagon and he and Paddy would drive down the streets of Chicago to sell the cheese. As the months passed, the young boy began to despair because he was not making any money, in spite of his long hours and hard work.

One day he pulled his pony to a stop and began to talk to him. He said, "Paddy, there is something wrong. We are not doing it right. I am afraid we have things turned around and our priorities are not where they ought to be. Maybe we ought to serve God and place him first in our lives." The boy drove home and made a covenant that for the rest of his life he would first serve God and then would work as God directed.

Many years after this, the young boy, now a man, stood as Sunday School Superintendent at North Shore Baptist Church in Chicago and said, "I would rather be a layman in the North Shore Baptist Church than to head the greatest corporation in America. My first job is serving Jesus."

So, every time you take a take a bite of Philadelphia Cream cheese, sip a cup of Maxwell House, mix a quart of Kool-Aid, slice up a DiGiorno Pizza, cook a pot of Macaroni & Cheese, spread some Grey Poupon, stir a bowl of Cream of Wheat, slurp down some Jell-O, eat the cream out of the middle of an Oreo cookie, or serve some Stove Top dressing, remember a boy, his pony named Paddy, and the promise little James L. Kraft made to serve God and work as He directed.  A little faith led to amazing results.  


Now, we’re not all called to succeed in business.  But the point is that as we walk by faith, God can and will direct us where we need to go.  There’s no obstacle, no barrier, no problem that can’t be overcome, with even a tiny bit of faith.  We trust and believe that our loving God will guide us through.

As followers of Jesus, we walk by faith.  It’s a gift of God that we receive through the faithful witness of others.  It’s human nature to want more faith, like the disciples wanted.  But faith isn’t counted or measured.  It’s not to be compared with others.  It’s what God gives each of us in our own heart, and that’s enough.  With that simple trust, tiny and insignificant though it may seem, God can do great things.  And when we combine our faith with one another in the body of Christ, just think what can be accomplished.  It’s not easy.  Sometimes we wait, and sometimes we need a spark to rekindle the fire.  But let’s not forget what Jesus says.  Faith the size of a mustard seed can uproot a tree and plant it in the sea.  If we place our trust in God daily, I’m sure God can do great things through us as well.  Amen 
1
1

