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 When I first read today’s Gospel, I thought: ‘Not 

another one: another story like the one about the 

crooked servant who cooks the books and yet gets 

praised…and today? – about someone being a slave that 

comes off as being just fine with Jesus…I was ready to 

retire: worn out from having tried to interpret all this 

stuff for 25 - sometimes long - years. 

 But, then I realized that, well…anytime you’re 

trying to have a 1st century Bible story make sense for us 

here in the 21st, it helps to know a little about the ‘sitz 

em leben:’ that’s a German theological word meaning 

“situation in life:” what was going on when the story was 

first told? What kind of ‘back story’ was there that 1st 

century people understood that we don’t? What did they 

hear that we might miss?  

 For today’s Gospel, a little dose of ‘zitz em leben’ 

is a must – because to our ‘age of enlightenment,’ it 

sounds pretty sleazy: it’s certainly not the “last shall be 

first and the first shall be last” kind of stuff we’re used to 

Jesus teaching – instead, he’s sounding very much like 

the weary way of the world: Jesus’ description of the 

master/slave relationship makes us very uncomfortable 

– and sounds quite un-Jesus-like. But, the economy of 

the first century was built on slave labor, and the 

‘master-slave’ context was a comfortable, and familiar 

image to those who heard the story 1st. 

Just before today’s story, Jesus outlines how he 

expects his disciples to behave when faced with the 

shortcomings of others: ‘forgive 70 times 7.’ Instead of 

the Old Testaments’ ‘eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth’ 

kind of revenge, in this ‘Jesus kingdom” all who genuinely 

seek repentance must be forgiven and welcomed back 

into the fold - every time.   

For the disciples then – and for us now – that sur-

prising and new theological demand seemed downright 

impossible. So, the disciples got bummed-out, believing 

that – in order to meet that demand - they would have 

to have some outside divine help. And, in a rare moment 

of honest insight, they ask Jesus to ‘increase their faith.’  

You ever felt like that?  Wars and rumors of wars 

around the world – and God says to us: "Blessed are the 

peacemakers…"   

"Lord, increase our faith!" 

Millions of displaced refugees and immigrants  

wander looking for safety. And, God reminds us:  "I was 

a stranger and you welcomed me…"  

"Lord, increase our faith!" 

Drug and alcohol abuse withers bodies and 

breaks relationships – seemingly holding victims captive 

with greater power than any treatment we can 

devise.  But, God says, "I give you power and authority 

over all demons, to cure diseases, and to heal…"  

"Lord, increase our faith!" 

Poverty and hunger right here in the United 

States leave us in shock and disgraced. and God says: 

"Bring your 5 loaves and 2 fish..."   

"Lord, increase our faith!" 

Our politics and culture are infested with 

cynicism, discord, and the most disgusting, malicious, 

and vile rhetoric I’ve ever heard – and, not that I’m proud 

of it – but, I can cuss like a sailor…And God says, "Love 

your enemies...Pray for those who persecute you…”  

"Lord, increase our faith!"  

We grow weary and cynical of the struggle for 

justice and reconciliation.  And, God says: "Forgive 70 

times 7…” and "Do to others as you would have them do 

to you…"  

"Lord, increase our faith!" 

The apostles cried out, "Lord, increase our 

faith" for the very same reason: what Jesus was teaching  

was hard, because what Jesus was asking them to do felt 

overwhelming, and they felt ill-equipped and under-

qualified.  I can relate. "Lord, increase my faith..."  

Obviously, the disciples think they have some 

degree of faith – it just needs a little boost from the Big 

Guy himself. But, far from being impressed with their 

request, Jesus argues that they’re not even close to 

having even a mustard seed sized faith. Instead of 

congratulating them for their extra interest, Jesus begins 

with the pointed observation that, ‘If you had faith the 

size of a Mustard seed, you could uproot a mulberry tree’ 

- making the point that it’s not the quantity of faith that 
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matters: having just a little of it: to trust in God's 

promises – to, as theologian Paul Tillich said, "Accept the 

fact that you're accepted," and then put that trust into 

action – to do what God asks, because you believe that 

God will see you through.   

The disciples are right in looking to Jesus as the 

ultimate source of their faithfulness, but wrong about 

how exceptional it has to be. 

 The size of our faith doesn’t matter - God’s 

power is like dynamite that moves mountains: the size of 

the fuse doesn’t matter; faith is just the fuse that ignites 

it. God’s the one doing the moving anyway. 

The problem – for us as it was for the disciples -

isn’t a lack of faith - it’s a lack of action.  It’s not more 

faith we’re really asking for: what we want is for God to 

do for us what we’re not willing to do for ourselves. And, 

in the strange way of Grace, the Good news is: God does. 

We’re all sorta’ like the guy applying for a sales 

job in a real estate agency: the manager asked him why 

he chose that particular career. 

"Well, I dream of making a million dollars in real 

estate – just like my father did," the young man replied. 

The manager was impressed: "Your father made 

a million dollars in real estate?" 

"Oh, no," the young man said, "but he always 

dreamed about it…"  

The Bible never mentions the ‘dreams’ of the 

apostles – but, there’s a whole book called the "Acts of 

the apostles…" 

We talk about faith and trust God, but we live 

like functional atheists:  as if it were our responsibility to 

save ourselves and the world. If that was true, we would 

be doomed to despair. We know we aren't able…first day 

– first class - in seminary: I’ve told this before: Dr. Richard 

Hoeffler takes the roll, then turns to the blackboard and 

writes: “Jesus Christ died to save the world” – and then 

he just stands there staring at what he wrote - for a 

looong time…long enough for me to wonder if I was 

really in graduate school or back in my 5th grade Sunday 

School class.  

Slowly, he turned around and he scanned the 

entire classroom – looking at each of us one-by-one until 

he turned back to the blackboard and wrote: “So, you 

don’t have to.” 

“OMG!” – as today’s social media shorthand 

would have it: I actually felt the sanctimonious faith of a 

beginning seminarian lift from my shoulders – and I was 

freed to lean on God. 

We’re not left to our own devices to fix our 

deeply broken selves or our shattered society. Jesus 

reminds us that even the smallest bit of real faith – that 

is trust in God – will do the trick.   

Alexander the Great once received a bag of tiny 

little sesame seeds from an enemy to symbolize the vast 

numbers he had ready to do battle. In return, Alexander 

sent back a sack of mustard seed: showing the fiery 

energy of his soldiers. Faith’s not about ‘size.’ It’s about 

‘spice!’ It doesn't remove doubt or fear…it doesn't 

remove disappointments, or guarantee victory. Faith is 

courage to go into an unknown future in spite of our 

doubts… the courage to do the right thing even when 

your knees are trembling… and to keep on going even 

when you want to give up.  

We end every worship service with a prayer for 

just that: have you memorized it? Can you stumble 

through it with me?  “Lord God you have called your 

servants to ventures of which we cannot see the ending, 

by paths as yet untrodden – thru perils unknown.' Give 

us faith to go out with good courage - not knowing where 

we go, but only that your hand is leading us, and your 

love supporting us, through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

Faith’s not about quantity. It’s about quality – 

simply praying: “Lord, increase my faith that I might trust 

You - more than I trust myself. Amen.
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