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“On Forgetting Who God Is” 
2 October 2022 

SUMC, Salado, Texas, 76571 
17th Sunday after Pentecost 

Luke 17:5-10 
“May I forget what ought to be forgotten; and recall, unfailing, all that ought to be recalled, 

each kindly thing, forgetting what might sting” (Mary Caroline Davies—poet). 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6 The Lord replied, “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. 
 
7 “Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from plowing or tending 
sheep in the field, ‘Come here at once and take your place at the table’? 8 Would you not 
rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for me; put on your apron and serve me while I eat and 
drink; later you may eat and drink’? 9 Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 
10 So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered to do, say, ‘We are worthless 
slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done!’ ” (Luke 17:5-10). 

 
We observe World Communion Sunday on the first Sunday in October. This Sabbath day 

calls the Church to be the universal, inclusive Church. First observed by Presbyterians in 1936, 

the Federal Council of Churches adopted it in 1940. Shortly thereafter the Methodist and 

Evangelical United Brethren churches observed the day. 

Perhaps you never paid much attention to World Communion Sunday. When I was growing 

up, our pastor would celebrate this particular day by recounting one or another story about 

Christian mission around the world. At the service’s conclusion, our pastor counseled us to be 

more world mission minded because, as Christians, we had symbolically celebrated the Lord’s 

Supper with Christians around the world. Maybe, I thought this was a nice idea, but it never 

really stirred my imagination in any significant way.  

That all changed, however, when I taught in a West African seminary when I was twenty-

five years old. For the entire year of 1978, three other Perkins seminarians and I spent a year in 
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Liberia learning first-hand about the ecumenical church of Jesus Christ. Liberia was about 10% 

Muslim, 10% Christian, and 80% indigenously religious. One of the first things I learned in 

Liberia was that the important thing was not what kind of Christian you were—Baptist, Catholic, 

Lutheran, or Episcopalian—but rather, whether or not you were simply a Christian. Far from 

family, friends, and the trappings of late 20th century America, it was comforting to know that 

there were Christians near-by for encouragement and fellowship. I then began to appreciate 

World Communion Sunday in ways that I never before could have imagined. Of course, for 

people like us it is always easier to find the things that divide us rather than the things that 

unite us. Yet, we are united in some decidedly negative ways. 

I once heard an intriguing proposal from a preacher whom I respected very much. She said 

“Even if Christians cannot find unity in their positive theological doctrines, surely the Christian 

doctrine of sin unifies them.” What she meant was that many Christians approach their faith in 

so many ways it would be arduous to gain agreement on what is absolutely essential. For some 

Christians, the primary article of faith has to do with the Holy Spirit. For others true faith 

inheres in a series of exacting doctrinal confessions. For still others, they feel that we reflect the 

faith best when serving other people in Christ’s name.   

In other words, most denominations have scrupulous doctrinal emphases that no single 

denomination would surrender. Perhaps, this is not all bad. Particular denominational doctrinal 

characteristics recall for Christians aspects of the faith otherwise neglected. The preacher’s 

point was that despite all our positive differences, we are all unified in our sin. We cannot “fix” 

our lives without the grace and mercy of God. Paul said it this way: “There is no distinction, 

since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:22-23). 
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Our lesson today focuses on idea of belief and its claim on the faith-life of followers. Two of 

our lesson’s verses contain Jesus’ response to the apostle’s request to “Increase our faith!” We 

could read the apostle’s request for more faith in the light of Jesus’ discipleship demands. 

These demands are difficult. Jesus’ most immediate teachings (17:1-4) are especially hard 

because forgiveness is never an easy human accomplishment. Jesus’ reply to their request to 

increase faith incorporates a simile. He tells them, “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.” On its face, this is ridiculous, but Jesus makes a clear point: God does impossible things by 

and through faith. By faith people can accomplish absurd and impossible things, “for nothing 

will be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37). 

Jesus follows his simile with a short parabolic saying he uses as an illustration. It was the 

kind of teaching that would have drawn smiles, and perhaps laughter from his listeners. “Who 

among you would say to your slave who has just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the 

field, ‘Come here at once and take your place at the table’? Would you not rather say to him, 

‘Prepare supper for me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may 

eat and drink’? Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded?” The answer would 

have been self-evident. Of course, no one would thank a slave for doing required work. The 

nature of a slave is to do slave work. Today, we rarely speak of slaves or servants, as Jesus did in 

the first century, but our lack of experience with slaves and servants should not hinder our 

understanding of Jesus’ illustration. What analogy should we use? 

Try this one on for size.  Today is a blissful 2 October 2022 and as far away as we can 

possibly be from 15 April 2023. I think this IRS situation illustrates a correlation to the master 
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who thanks his slaves for the work they do. How many of us ever expect the IRS to send us a 

thank you letter for sending our taxes to our government in prompt fashion? This idea should 

make us laugh. Thus, when Jesus asks the question, “Do you thank the slave for doing what was 

commanded?” the answer to his rhetorical question is an obvious one. “NO!!!” 

Today is Communion Sunday and a day in which we have spoken about our commonality in 

being sinful people. Sin, as I use this richly textured, but often neglected word, means most 

simply to be in “a state of alienation from God or other people.” There are many other ways to 

define sin, but this definition serves our purpose. The issue before us is how does Jesus’ talk 

about faith and the tasks of a servant? How do they relate to us?  

First, we all need a deeper sense of faith and its power. Too often we use faith as a noun—an 

object we possess. We could understand faith, however, as a verb; “we faith through life” or 

“we faith our suffering.” Faith is dynamic relationship between the creature and the Creator. 

Jesus offers an image of faith that plants trees in the sea. 

 Second, the analogy of contemporary Christians to slaves may be disturbing because we 

are egalitarian and autonomous people. We make our decisions and no one tells us what to do. 

Yet, by taking such a stand, we forget that disciples are learners and have a master. We are 

disciples because by a profession of faith we chose to lay down our burdens and become 

followers of the Risen Lord. By so doing, we are no longer our own because God bought us 

“with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:20). 

 Unfortunately, one of the sins of the modern church is our tendency to confuse humanity 

with divinity. This is the issue for the hypothetical slave in Jesus’ short parable. What kind of 

slave would expect red carpet treatment? Authentic slaves understand their roles and grasp the 
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strict line of demarcation between master and servant. When we mar the distinction between 

God and human beings, we skew our way of knowing and being. We confuse ourselves with 

God, which is exactly what occurred in the garden when the serpent said: “You will be like God, 

knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5). Where in our lives does this attitude manifest itself? 

 The attitude of marring distinctions between human and divine we often manifest in 

worship. At times, worship becomes so chatty and informal that we lose the sense of the 

mystery and holiness of God that the theologian, Rudolph Otto, wrote about when he 

described the “mysterium tremendum.” This phase protects people’s understanding of God that 

becomes too cordial and familiar. In reality, as there is a measured distance between masters 

and slaves, there is a measured distance between God and humans. However, when we sing 

about “What A Friend We Have in Jesus” and “I Come to the Garden Alone,” we become lost in 

the “me and Jesus syndrome.” This syndrome is in part what our text addresses for modern 

Christians. 

 There is nothing inherently wrong with being friends with Jesus, as long as we do not 

presume upon that relationship and expect him to thank us for our worship of God. The 

worship of God, as the biblical witness makes clear from beginning to end, consists of a one-

word description: sacrifice. Sacrifice is a religious concept with which many 21st century 

Christians need to be reintroduced. When Jesus teaches his apostles in a subtle way about an 

appropriate relationship between master and slave he alludes to the profound relationship 

between God and human beings. To forget who is God and who is not is a grievous theological 

error and, in a word, sinful. 
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 So, the next time someone asks me “how is our worship relevant to my life,” a counter 

question is most appropriate: “How is your life relevant to the gospel?” 

 
David Mosser, SUMC, Salado, Texas 76571 

 


