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Lamentations 1:1-6, Psalm 137, 2 Timothy 1:1-14, Gospel 17:5-10

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen
My new car came with a GPS system.   For those of you who  are not familiar with GPS, you basically put in the address of where you want to go and it plots the route and gives you ongoing directions on how to get there.   Now most of my life I have been an avid and a good map reader.  When Tom and I would travel, I was the navigator which made me skeptical about using a GPS.

The first time I tried to use the GPS was to get to the graduation party of Bianca and Feliza  at the Smith’s in Plainview last June, I discovered that the directions got me to Plainview, but then I was pretty much on my own. It showed me where their house was and an arrow pointed as the crow flies on how to get there.   I found the way to the party, but I learned not to have faith in my GPS.


From then on I have used the GPS in the car in a very limited way, always having a back-up paper map.   On my recent trip to Branson, however, I spent the night in downtown Kansas City with my sister and brother-in-law.  In order to find the hotel, I had to use the GPS and this time, I am not quite sure how, I ended up after about 20 turns right in front of the hotel.   So my ongoing use of my GPS involves a definite step of faith.  In fact for me, most of the time using any mechanical or computerized device involves a step of faith. And more faith is what the disciples are seeking in today’s gospel from Luke. Let’s set the scene.


In the passages that immediately precede today’s reading, Jesus warns his disciples about leading others astray.   Our Lord then discusses the considerable and difficult requirements for repentance and unlimited forgiveness that disciples need to exhibit.   Understandably the disciples are overwhelmed by these seemingly impossible demands on Jesus’ followers.   Their response is to ask Jesus to “increase our faith.”


Jesus responds with the parable of the mustard seed.  By using the smallest, most common mustard seed, Jesus is pointing to the idea that it is not the quantity of the faith that matters.  It is the genuineness of faith that matters.  A mustard plant is a common, ordinary bush that grows like a weed around Palestine whereas the mulberry tree which Jesus uses for comparison, has an extensive root system making it extremely difficult to uproot and throw into the sea.   In the gospel of Matthew the same comparison is made but in Matthew’s gospel faith as a mustard seed can move a mountain.  Jesus is using the comparison here to point to the fact that faith is a free gift.   And faith is characterized by absolute reliance on God and not dependence on our intelligence, talents or influence.  In writing about the mustard seed parable, Professor George Caird wrote that faith in God “is a power that takes impossibilities in stride.”

To bring home the message to the disciples and to us about faith as a free gift requiring genuineness, Jesus goes on to tell the story of the slaves who serve at the pleasure of the master. In serving God we can not accumulate merit points. Spirituality does not operate with a bookkeeping mentality, for it is impossible to meet God’s demands through human effort.   Disciples of Jesus can make no special claim on God.  The duties of a servant of Jesus are to be performed with humility and without expectation of commendation.  But most importantly, the power to accomplish these tasks  always comes from absolute reliance on God alone, which is faith.  Thus the passage about the mustard seed and the slaves both point to the same conclusion: have faith above all.


So how can we be like the disciples and ask our Lord to increase our faith?  One way might be by recognizing the barriers that  might keep our Lord from increasing our faith.  One barrier is the idea that faith can not be connected to our emotions.   C.S. Lewis  said that “faith is the art of holding on to things that your reason has once accepted, in spite of our changing moods.”  Sometimes we allow our emotions and our imaginations to carry out a blitz on our belief.   There is a story told about a young man who woke up one Sunday morning. The sky was blue.  The sun was shining.  It was going to be a glorious day.  So he snuggled down in bed to wait through several snooze alarms.  Finally his mother came in to see what the problem was.   “I don’t want to go to church today.  I don’t feel like it.  There are so many other things I want to do.”

“But honey,” his mother replied.  “You have to go to church.  You are the pastor.”


Part of faith can be how we feel, but if we allow our feelings to dictate our faith, then we will block the deepening of that spirituality, that faith. 

The second barrier that can block the increase of faith, is the very human idea that we are in control.   One of the ways that that idea concerning control might manifest itself is in the belief that we are alone.   That God is not present.   The idea that God has abandoned us particularly seems to surface when we are facing challenges. Perhaps you have read my Rector’s Reflections about God’s presence. I wrote.  A week or so ago, I was returning from an Executive Commission meeting in Scottsbluff  and was driving  on Interstate 80 between Ogallala and North Platte just after dawn.    As you may remember, all along that route there are frequent ponds.   The air temperature that morning was much lower than the water temperature so as you passed each pond, it was shrouded in swirls of fog.   It was an incredibly beautiful sight, as so many things are in Nebraska, but it got me to thinking about how that image might contain an analogy for how God is present in our lives.

If we think about God as the water vapor rising off of a pond or lake, most of the time that water is invisible in the air around us.   Yet we know it is there because the level of the water slowly decreases if no new water is added.   It is only when the temperature is cooler than the water that we can see and perhaps feel the water vapor.   God is like that water vapor in that the Holy One surrounds us all the time.   Most of the time we are, perhaps, marginally aware of that holy presence.  But when events happen that take us out of the ordinary with illness, death of a loved one, or any of the more unexpected happenings in our lives, the water vapor becomes more visible just as it did in those ponds that September morning.  Or as a famous saying relates, “Bidden or not bidden God is present.”

   
There is another way  that the control barrier might also manifest itself.  We know that faith means an absolute reliance on God, but I, at least, find myself looking for the loophole, the way out, the way to earn some more merit points .    Jesus spoke Aramaic to his disciples, so it might be helpful to know that the Aramaic translation of Jesus’s words states that when we ask with faith, we must “ask without hidden motive.”   Another way of saying that is we when we ask with faith, we must surrender the outcome of what happens to God.  We are invited to pray, to ask God in faith for something without a strong attachment to the outcome but surrender to God.    

Anthony de Mello tells this story about releasing control.  There was once a one-legged dragon who said to the centipede, “How do you manage all those legs?  It is all I can do to manage one.”  

“To tell you the truth,” said the centipede. “I do not manage them at all.”


Jesus the healer can heal us of our self-concerns, our pretentiousness, our self-importance, our self-protection and our inner fears that we might not be those mighty, in-control people after all.  Paul Tillich , an esteemed 20th century theologian, says “Faith means being grasped by a power that is greater than we are, a power that shakes us and turns us and transforms us and heals us.  Surrender to this power is faith.”  Are we like the centipede?  Can we let go and let God?


So if we can work on the barriers of allowing our emotion to drive our faith and to surrender control to God, then God is free to work in deepening our faith.  Let me give you an example from my own life recently where despite myself, God was able to work.  When Tom and I moved to Norfolk, the house that we bought had been on the market for 585 days.  God had been paving the way for the move because we were looking for a house that was empty and move-in ready.   We found both.  The escrow was only 21 days.


So you can imagine in August when I put my house on the market, it was with some trepidation as I knew how long it took to sell it before.  I had actually thought that it might be next summer before I sold it and was making contingency plans for having it taken care of this winter.  But I was able at least some of the time to surrender the outcome to God mainly because other than do the things that help a house sell, there was not much control   You can imagine my surprise and my realtor’s surprise when the house sold in 8 days.  Again God was paving the way.

Today Jesus encourages us and his disciples to have faith like the smallest, most ordinary of seeds, the mustard seed.   Jesus encourages us to be genuine in our faith and to have a faith that comes from absolute reliance on God not emotion and not control.  The author of the Book of Hebrews has said, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for the vision of things not seen.”  It is a matter of priorities, of trust, of mercy and of love.  
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

