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Sermon for Pentecost XVII—Year C 2019 
If You Had Faith . . . 

 
How do you know whether or not you have enough faith?  
Do you, or do I have the faith the size of . . . a mustard seed?  
I know, I know, I’ve already asked two questions 
so maybe I’m sounding a lot like an annoying child but . . . 
here’s one more question . . . 
Why doesn’t God just give us enough “faith” to feel, 
well, powerful or at the very least confident?  
After all, isn’t that what Jesus seems to be saying this morning? 
If you and I had faith the size of a mustard seed, 
we could do astonishing things such as . . . oh, 
rearranging the landscape.  
Frankly, if we were hearing this parable as found 
in the Gospel of Matthew we’d be moving mountains!  
 
It’s easy to have affection for this parable of the mustard seed—
the tiny seed, 
the supernatural power to accomplish great things.  
When I was a child, a popular item of jewelry  
was a mustard seed bracelet, 
a tiny seed embedded in a clear glass sphere 
that acted as a magnifier. 
Years ago, I received a gift of a necklace with a grain of rice 
engraved with the word “faith” suspended in a cylinder,  
from a woman who supported and encouraged me 
when I was in seminary. 
I know she gave it to me because it symbolized 
that “big things” can come from “small beginnings.”  
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Certainly, great things have been done by people 
who believed in a dream and, in faith, 
pursued it with everything in them. 
We might think of biblical ancestors  
like Abraham and Sarah who hoped against hope 
that they would see the promises of God  
fulfilled in their sight, in their lifetime. 
And, indeed, they saw and experienced  
the fulfillment of the promise of a child—their son Isaac— 
which was a down payment of God’s promise  
of ancestors greater than the number of stars— 
if we could even count them.  
 

Small wonder that together with the disciples of old, we cry— 
“Lord, increase our faith!” 
After all, who wouldn’t want to be counted  
among the faithful like Abraham and Sarah?  
And yet . . . what does it mean to “have faith?” 
 

If you are anything like me,  
you’ve asked God to increase your faith time and time again!  
And, again, like me,  
you've made this request more than once in your life, 
perhaps in the same blunt, insistent language  
the disciples use in the Gospel of Luke. 
Perhaps it went something like this: 
"I can't function on what I've got.  
You haven't provided enough. 
Give me more!" 
(Because, as Lutherans, we confess that faith . . .  
well, umm, is a gift from God!) 
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So, given this understanding of faith—as a gift,   
can we hear anew Jesus’ words to us this morning?  
 
Given the daunting tasks of living faithfully in the world, 
we can understand, even cry out along with the disciples, 
who ask for more faith. 
But Jesus changes the question  
of “how much faith is enough”  
to “what is faith for?”  
 
Perhaps the only way to get to the bottom of things  
is to unpack what “faith” is. 
I mean, what exactly am I or you or anyone asking for  
when we beg God to give us more faith?  
Sometimes, we might be asking for  
"the faith that moves mountains" — 
a supernatural ability to impress or manipulate God (or others!) 
into doing what I want.  
Sometimes, maybe we’re asking for an intellectual boost —  
an increased mental capacity  
to believe in the more challenging tenets  
of traditional Christianity —  
perhaps the Virgin Birth,  
or the Resurrection,  
or the Second Coming.  
And sometimes,  
we might be asking for an antidote to anxiety. 
God, please take away the fear I feel  
as I face your invisibility and your silence.  
Grant me certainty  
so I'll feel happier, holier, stronger, and braver.  
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Rewire my brain and my heart  
so that it becomes impossible to doubt you.  
Is that what we mean when we ask God to “increase our faith”?  
 
When I take a hard look at my assumptions about faith, 
Jesus' parable that seems to say "no" begins to make some sense. 
What if faith isn't quantifiable? 
What if faith is not an emotion? 
What if faith is not an idea? 
What if faith is not a capacity? 
 
What if, instead, faith is engagement, orientation, action? 
What if faith is a daily,  
hourly movement or turning toward God, 
into the God-centered vocations we were created to fulfill? 
 
What if faith is something we do? 
Not something we have?  
 
Whenever I read the Gospels,  
I'm struck by how often and how lavishly  
Jesus commends the faith of those who seek him out.  
"Your faith has saved you,"  
he tells the woman who anoints his feet.  
“Your faith has saved you,” 
he tells the Samaritan leper who returns to thank him,  
and the hemorrhaging woman who grasps his cloak.  
"Your faith has made you well," he tells a blind beggar.  
Just what is it that Jesus commends in these people? 
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As far as I can tell, the only thing they do is turn to him. 
They orient themselves in his direction. 
They trust him. 
 
What earns his apparent admiration is their willingness — 
even in difficult, painful, and potentially risky circumstances — 
to lean into his goodness, 
his healing, 
his justice, and 
his mercy. 
 
Their faith has made them well because  
the object of their faith—Jesus— has, in fact, made them well.  
 

"If you had faith the size of a mustard seed,"  
Jesus says to his disciples. 
As if to say,  
"You do. Don't you understand? You already have faith. 
This is not about proportion.  
I can't give you a recipe. 
We're not balancing chemical equations  
with a neutron here and two protons there.  
You have faith — because you have me.  
You've seen me and known me.  
What else do you lack?"  
 

The invitation in this gospel story,  
this lesson in the good news,  
is for you and I to go forth  
and live in light of what we see and know. 
In other words, to do faith. 
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To do the loving, forgiving thing  
we consider so banal we ignore it.  
Why?  
Because the life of faith  
is as straightforward as a slave serving her master dinner.  
As ordinary as a hired worker fulfilling the terms of his contract. 
Faith isn't fireworks; it's not meant to dazzle. 
Faith is simply recognizing our humble place  
in relation to God's enormous, creative love,  
and then filling that place with our whole lives.  
All of this is so because there is a great difference  
between belief and faith.  
 
We misunderstand and distort Luther’s  
concept of salvation by faith alone  
if we confuse faith with belief. 
Faith does believe,  
but it is much more than accepting 
certain propositions about God and Christ as truth.  
For Luther, faith is a living relationship 
that we each have with God  
because of our encounter with Jesus of Nazareth— 
in the words of scripture,  
in the sacraments of baptism and communion, and 
in our neighbor—in each other. 
These are the ways Christ encounters us. 
 
In my experience most people think  
that to believe is to kind of mentally agree  
to a set of propositions or claims—sort of a mental checklist. 
“Yes, I believe this, I believe that and I believe this other thing.” 
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But it turns out that 
that is actually a very modern understanding  
of the word “believe.” 
The original meaning of “to believe” was “to love.” 
In fact, the English words “believe” and “belove” are related. 
As one scholar has written,  
“What we believe is what we belove.” 
Believing is beloving. 
And so in the Gospels, if you notice, 
Jesus never asks his disciples to complete a mental checklist. 
Jesus invites his disciples, his friends, to faith through love. 
Jesus comes to us, bearing gifts 
and asks us to turn to him in faith,  
to turn to God, and one another in love. 
 

Faith is the love that holds  
our heart and the heart of God together, joined in Christ.  
 

We have many concerns in our lives, 
and we negotiate among those concerns every day 
as we seek to live in a complex and demanding world. 
But how do we conduct these negotiations? 
How do we prioritize?  
How do we make choices? 
(And, by the way, if you think you can avoid making choices . . . 
well deciding not to choose is a choice!) 
Sometimes our choices  
may seem to be completely random and arbitrary, 
but Luther understood that if we dig deep enough,  
we will discover a direction, 
a master issue, an ultimate concern behind our choices. 
 



 8 

Whatever organizes or is the orienting focus of our choices  
is what we place our trust in.  
This is our faith, and whether we are conscious of it or not, 
it is molding our life and our decisions. 
 
Justifying faith is faith that has found its proper object. 
The Lutheran definition of idolatry or false faith 
is to treat something as ultimate when it really is not. 
Christian faith is a reorientation  
of one’s whole life to Jesus Christ.  
To understand faith in this way, then,  
is to understand it as a way of life. 
 
In the gospel text for today,  
the disciples cry out—“Increase our faith!”  
We can hear Jesus’ response either as scolding his disciples 
or we can hear him speaking these words  
in a voice of encouragement and love,  
as one who would give up his life for his friends.  
“You don’t need more faith.  
There is no “more” or “less” in faith.  
Even this little bit of faith is enough!” 
If we hear Jesus speak with the voice of love,  
we hear him telling the apostles that, in fact,  
they already have enough faith to do  
whatever is required of them— 
after all, they have Jesus—and they have access to his faith! 
It is out of Christ's faith,  
not our faith in Christ, that there is a new creation;  
it is out of Christ's faith  
that God's righteousness is revealed and we are redeemed.  
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I have shared this many times with you: 
We do not have faith in our own ability to believe. 
Our faith, therefore, is not our possession or our 
achievement; it is not something we have or something we 
accomplish. 
At its best and purest, 
our faith is something we practice in response 
to having heard the good news.  
 
Above all, remember, 
faith is not something we have; faith is something that has us.  
Out of Christ's faithfulness, 
God claims us and will not let us go. 
That is the true good news, for such faith never runs out. 
Such faith has taken our tiny mustard seed-sized faith-life  
and planted it firmly in the living waters of Christ’s own 
believing heart. 
Our tiny faith aspires to great things . . .  
but, thanks be to God, 
our faith also knows how to kneel and serve.  
 
 


