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When they came to the crowd, a man came to him, knelt before him, and said, 

“Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is an epileptic and he suffers terribly; he 

often falls into the fire and often into the water. And I brought him to your 

disciples, but they could not cure him.”  

 

Jesus answered, “You faithless and perverse generation, how much longer must I 

be with you? How much longer must I put up with you? Bring him here to me.” 

And Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of him, and the boy was cured 

instantly. Then the disciples came to Jesus privately and said, “Why could we not 

cast it out?” He said to them, “Because of your little faith. For truly I tell you, if 

you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move 

from here to there,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.”
 

 

 

How do you like my Detroit Tread sandals? They are the new product of Cass Green Industries, 

a division of Cass Community Social Services in Detroit. The sandals are made out of old seat 

belts and illegally dumped tires throughout the one hundred and thirty-nine square mile city of 

Detroit. And there is an imprint of the iconic letter D on the sole. Detroit Treads sell for $25 and 

were introduced in July after several years in development. Orders have been pouring in from all 

over the country. Our own Cora Glass, who is a seminary student, created the website where 

orders are made. 

  

Rev. Faith Fowler founded Cass Green Industries in 2007 as a way to help the city, help the 

planet, and help those in Detroit who are homeless or disabled. Cass Green Industries employs 

eighty workers now. Besides sandals they have a mud mat program, where mountains of old tires 

are turned into attractive and colorful mud mats. The result: neighborhoods are cleaned up, trash 

and rodents that are attracted to the tires are eliminated, and old tires are kept out of the landfills 

and recycled. 

  

Cass Green Industries also makes coasters out of recycled glass and repurposed wood. And there 

is also a document destruction program where low income and disabled people are paid to shred 

documents for corporate clients. And in 2010 Cass launched what was probably the nation’s 

first-ever “green gym” for homeless men, women and children. The gym has electricity-

generating stationary bikes that help keep facility operations both eco-friendly and cost-effective. 
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And guess what? You are all part of the exciting ministries at Cass because First Church is one 

of the greatest supporters of Rev. Faith Fowler and her visionary leadership. You have been the 

ones to help these programs become amazing and sustaining ministries in the city of Detroit. And 

you have been the ones to have faith the size of a mustard seed that has now grown so large that, 

together, we can not only move mountains of tires, but we are transforming the city and the 

world. 

  

The stakes are high in our world today, aren’t they? The needs are so great, the problems so 

immense, and the solutions so challenging that it’s easy to throw up our hands and give up. Yet 

God calls us to imagine what could be, risk all and work toward the day when God’s kingdom 

comes in all its fullness in every corner of our world.  

 

The stakes are high not only in our world, but they’re high in the church as well. We live in a 

country where most people don’t go to church. This is not the 1950’s anymore. Christians are 

becoming a minority, churches are declining, and it takes a lot of faith, innovation and courage to 

reach new people for Christ, especially our young people.   

 

Because there is so much at stake, many churches withdraw into themselves and simply focus on 

survival. It’s the exact opposite of what they need to do to live. On the other hand, churches that 

are thriving are willing to risk failure, try new things, and move outside the building to meet and 

serve people where they live, work and play. Playing it safe is no longer an option for our First 

United Methodist Church or any other church. If we do not practice the merciful, inclusive, 

justice-seeking love of Jesus, who else will? That’s exactly what the disciples learned in our 

scripture for today. 

 

The context of Matthew 17 is that Jesus has just told his disciple for the first time that he is going 

to have to go to Jerusalem, where he will suffer, die, and rise on the third day. The disciples are 

shocked. Then Jesus takes his most trusted disciples Peter, James and John, up on a high 

mountain, where Jesus is transfigured before their very eyes. Jesus’ clothes became dazzling 

white, and Moses and Elijah appear beside him.   

 

Peter is totally geeked and says, “Hey, Jesus, this is so amazing. Let’s just stay up here. How 

about I build nice little cabins for the three of you?” While Peter blithely prattles on, a voice 

from heaven says, “Yo, Peter, this is my son, my beloved. Listen to him.”   

 

You see, Peter wants to stay up on the mountain where it’s nice and safe. The stakes are too high 

back down on earth. Why would he want to go back? After all, Jesus just told his disciples that 

he was going to have to undergo great suffering and die. Matthew says that Jesus touches Peter 

and James and John and says, “We’re not going to stay on the mountain. We’re going to move 

the mountain. Let’s go back down. Don’t be afraid.”   

 

As soon as they come off the mountain, a man steps out of the crowd, kneels before Jesus and 

says, “Lord, have mercy on my son. He’s an epileptic and suffers terribly; he falls into the fire 

and also into water. I brought him to your disciples, but they could not cure him.” 
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Jesus, Peter, James and John have just had a mountaintop experience and are now right back in 

the valley of human need. In Jesus’ time people who had epilepsy, an illness or other mental or 

physical disabilities were thought to be possessed by a demon. Jesus’ response to the man’s 

request is stunning, “You faithless and perverse generation. How much longer do I have to be 

with you? How long do I have to put up with you?”   

 

Who is Jesus going off on with these harsh words? He’s not talking to the father because he 

came to Jesus in faith, asking Jesus to heal his son. And he’s not talking to the disciples because 

Jesus never referred to them as the “generation.” Jesus’ words are directed to the people of Israel 

as a whole. When Jesus says, “How long do I have to put up with you?” his words harken back 

to God’s words to the Israelites in the wilderness centuries before, “How long will this wicked 

generation murmur and put me to the test instead of trust in my protection?” 

 

After Jesus’ lament (or rant, if you will), he asks the father to bring the boy to him. Jesus 

proceeds to rebuke the demon, the demon comes out, and the boy is healed instantly. Chagrined, 

the disciples corner Jesus and ask, “How’d you do that? I mean, really? How come we couldn’t 

cast out the demon? You gave us the power to heal.” Jesus says, “It’s because of your little faith.  

For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 

‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move; for nothing will be impossible for you.” 

 

In the gospel of Matthew the focus of this story is on the disciples. The father demonstrates faith 

by coming to Jesus, but the disciples have difficulty healing the boy. In contrast to Israel, which 

Jesus describes as faithless, the disciples do demonstrate faith, but it’s weak. Moving a mountain 

was a common metaphor at the time for doing what seems to be impossible. When Jesus talks 

about the power of faith the size of a mustard seed, he’s not saying that we only need a tiny 

amount of faith. He’s saying that the insignificance of faith from the world’s perspective can 

reap amazing and impossible results.   

 

Jesus indicates to the disciples that their faith needs to be strengthened through exercise and 

practice. So it is with us. How do we get the kind of faith that moves mountains? How do we 

become the kind of Christ-followers who can do the impossible? My good friend, John Wesley, 

continues to instruct me in my walk with Christ. Last year at this time I told you that the portrait 

of John Wesley in the hallway across from the office is always speaking to me.   

 

I’m not kidding. John Wesley speaks to me through that picture. John Wesley was the founder of 

our United Methodist heritage, lived in England in the eighteenth century, and was an Anglican 

priest. Last fall John Wesley kept asking me, “Psst, Laurie, got fruit?” He kept reminding me of 

our collective call as the people of God called First United Methodist Church to bear fruit in our 

community and around the world. 

 

Well, this fall John Wesley is bugging me again. Every time I walk past his picture, he now asks, 

“Psst, Laurie, got faith? The stakes are high, Laurie. The world desperately needs to know the 

love of Christ. Preach faith till you get it, and practice faith till you can move mountains.” 

 

In 1738 John Wesley was struggling with his faith. Two years before, at age thirty-three he 

decided to travel to America and spent two years in Georgia, attempting to convert the Native 
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Americans. It was a complete disaster. It didn’t work because Wesley really didn’t know how to 

relate to the native peoples of our country, and he was way too judgmental and demanding.  

Wesley also had a failed romance in Savannah with a woman named Sophie Hopkey, whose 

father was a local political boss. Not good. 

 

John Wesley returned to England burned out and discouraged, not even sure any more about his 

call or even his faith. Most of all, Wesley couldn’t seem to understand this idea that he was saved 

by God’s grace alone and not by anything he did. He asked his friend and mentor, the Moravian 

missionary Peter Böhler, “How can you preach to others if you don’t have faith yourself?  

Should I stop preaching?” “By no means,” Böhler replied. “But what can I preach?” Böhler said, 

“Preach faith till you have it; and then, because you have it, you will preach faith.” 

 

Even though Wesley wasn’t even sure of his own salvation, he experimented preaching to a man 

named Clifford, who was on death row. Before, Wesley couldn’t accept the fact that anyone 

could have a deathbed conversion experience, let alone someone in prison. Now he understood 

that the stakes were high, and he could no longer afford to withhold the possibility of God’s 

grace from anyone. So began Wesley’s incredible journey of faith that moved mountains and 

continues to inspire generations of people to preach and practice faith until they have it. 

 

Each one of you has faith. It’s part of who you are. It’s how God fearfully and wonderfully 

created you. All God asks is that you practice that faith, even if you’re not sure exactly what you 

believe or if you believe at all. As Wesley would say, practice faith till you have it. And when 

you have faith, you will practice it. Live like a Christian until Christ lives in you. In other words, 

keep on keeping on! 

 

God is calling you and me and First United Methodist Church to move mountains. All it takes is 

a tiny mustard seed. All it takes is John Wesley or a family member or a friend or another church 

member saying, “Psst, John, Zach, Stephanie, Caitlin, you have a gift. You have a call. You have 

passion.” Friends, the faith is in you, so let it out! Let it shine! Move those mountains! All it 

takes is three things. 

 

1) Claim your faith.   

There comes a time when each one of us has to make a decision about Jesus. Will we say yes or 

no? Will we acknowledge God’s claim on our life and say, “Here I am, Lord,” or turn away? The 

stakes are especially high with our children and youth. We have outstanding and intentional 

spiritual formation, mission and outreach and music programs here at First Church for all ages, 

from toddlers to college students. If we don’t transmit our faith to the next generation, who will?  

Our children are yearning for faith, and they are watching us. They want us to show them how 

they, too, can move mountains. They want us to teach them faith so that they, too, can do the 

impossible. Psst. Got faith? Then claim it.   

 

2) Practice your faith.   

Don’t stay up on the mountain like Peter wanted to. Move it! Even a tiny mustard seed can move 

mountains. Just start. Form spiritual habits like regular church attendance, finding a place to 

serve in the church, and reaching out with love and care to others. There’s so much at stake in 

our world that how you choose to live your life and practice your faith is critical.   
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When God takes even the mustard seeds of our faith and empowers us to do the impossible by 

offering healing and hope to our word, others take notice and join in. Don’t stay on the mountain.  

Move it! Psst. Got faith? Then practice it. 

 

3) Grow in faith.   
Do you know what happens when mustard seeds aren’t cultivated? They don’t grow. And do you 

know what happens when mustard seeds don’t grow? They don’t survive. Carefully and lovingly 

tend to your own spiritual life, for we are all on a faith journey till we die. There is too much at 

stake to wait till we get faith perfectly right. Even when God doesn’t do exactly what we think 

God should do, don’t for a minute think that God is absent or that your faith is not genuine or 

that you cannot do the impossible. 

 

Psst. Got faith? Then claim it, practice it, and grow in it. Go find those mountains of illegally 

dumped tires and take them to Cass so others can buy sandals and mud mats, and we can change 

Detroit. Move the mountains of fear, prejudice, environmental neglect, despair, and hopeless-

ness, so that all people will experience wholeness of life. Get to know the children and youth in 

your church and neighborhood and share the love Jesus. The stakes are too high to have a small 

vision. Psst. Got faith? Don’t just stay on the mountain. Move it! 

 


