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Sermon 09-21/22-2019 

“Ocean Quality not Quantity” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 17:5f 
 

5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6 The Lord replied, “If you had faith the 

size of a[c] mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the 

sea,’ and it would obey you. 

 

1) 

Our seminary in Germany had a neat tradition. Every fall we would go on an 

exchange with seminaries of different denominations. The German Baptists, the 

free evangelicals and also two seminaries that belonged to the charismatic 

Pentecostal churches of Germany were part of it. The Pentecostals were the ones 

that stood out most, because Pentecostal worship is just very different from the 

more mainline protestant form of worship. One evening at a leisure get together of 

students I had a conversation with one of the Pentecostal seminarians that impacted 

me a lot. 

He told me about his home church where the spiritual gift of speaking in tongues 

was practiced. I asked him if it was a requirement for church membership to have 

this particular gift. He said it wasn’t required but it was greatly encouraged to have 

it. 

“So what do you do if you can’t speak in tongues?” I asked. That’s when he told 

me the story of an older couple at their church who had that very problem. They 

were very involved in the life of the church but they just didn’t have the gift of 

speaking in tongues. He told me that they prayed regularly for God to give them 

this desired gift, that they prayed and prayed, but that for some reason they just 

wouldn’t develop the gift of speaking in tongues. They were so disappointed that 

eventually they grew so discouraged that they left their fellowship… 

 

I know it may be a bit strange to share this story in a Methodist context. There are 

Methodists that speak in tongues and it was after all John Wesley’s Methodism that 

birthed the Pentecostal movement in America – but let’s face it: for the most part 

we do not pursue, let alone use, the gift of speaking in tongues around here.  

 

However… don’t you think that there is a principle in the story that I just shared 

with you? A principle that you can connect with? 

Think about your own faith for a moment. Are there aspects of your faith 

that you wish were more developed? Are there maybe certain qualities or gifts that 

you’d like to have. Are there times when you wish your faith had a certain quality 

or strength that you see in others but you for some reason lack? 

 

Aren’t we so prone as people to compare ourselves to others? We compare the cars 

we drive, the cloths we wear, the education we have, the athletic abilities we have 

– it seems only natural that we would also compare our ‘level’ of faith. If you do, 

you’re in good company: 
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2) 

In our gospel reading today we heard about Jesus’ disciples desiring more faith: 
5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 

It seems like a pretty righteous and honorable request. What can be wrong about 

asking for a bit more faith? But Jesus answers: 

 
“If you had faith the size of a[c] mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be 

uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you. 

 

Why would Jesus say something like that? Is he not interested in people growing in 

their faith? Doesn’t the Bible throughout encourage us to grow closer to God? 

Aren’t there so many stories that highlight the heroes of faith and cast them as 

models for us to be more like them also? 

 

3) 

Let’s make no mistake. It is true that the Bible explicitly encourages us to grow in our 

faith. Sanctification is the fancy biblical/theological term of developing for the better 

in our faith. And just to make things a bit more complicated: Jesus himself said it! 

One time his friends were frustrated because they couldn’t heal a young boy 

and so they ask him: Jesus, why can’t we heal the boy? And Jesus says…wait for it:  
“Because of your little faith.” - Matthew 17:20! 

 

If Jesus criticizes his disciples in one scenario for having little faith, why does he 

criticizes them in today’s gospel story when they ask for more? Doesn’t make any 

sense… or so it seems… 

 

Yeah, I can see how one might want to see this as an infamous contradiction. But 

in reality I think we are confronted with something that relates to each of our faith 

journeys.  

 

The solution is actually quite simple, I believe: There is a difference between the 

desire to grow in faith and the desire to compare yourself to others. One 

commentator brought it to the formula of saying:  

Faith is about quality, not quantity. It’s not about ‘how much’ faith you have 

but how good even the little faith is that you have.  

In Jesus’ words: Even that little but deep faith that you have can move trees 

or mountains. It’s not about a hierarchy, it’s not about making it into a certain club-

level where people segregate according to different levels of spiritual gifts – there 

are no gifts that are better than others except the gift of love which is the greatest!  

 

It’s not about the amount of your faith but the nature of your faith and whether that 

nature is founded in God’s love. 

Having said all this I will once again invite you into contemplating what we 

call here at First Church: The Ocean Diagram. Do you remember it?  
 (Point out insert and explain…) 
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Can you see how this visual illustration for the stages of our faith could be 

mistaken with a hierarchy? It’s not! It rather is about the thin places of our faith 

journey. It’s about the fact that our faith journeys are not linear nor boring – our 

faith develops, we do grow in our faith.  

Sometimes we grow in the wrong direction and sometimes that’s not even 

our fault. So many people with whom I discuss the Ocean Diagram tell me that 

sometimes they feel like being washed back to the beach because of stuff that 

happens.   

But even when that occurs, God is always up to draw us back and deep into 

the ocean of his love and every time this happens I believe we have one of those 

thin places that show us once again that God is at work in our lives.  

 

4) 

What can you do today or this week to do something that helps you to grow in your 

faith journey?  

How can you do it without falling into the temptation to think growth in faith is 

about a hierarchy? 

What can you do to be aware of the stage of faith you are in and to let God pull 

you a little deeper into the ocean?  

 

That’s a question that only you can answer for yourself. It requires for you to be 

willing to actually ask the question of yourself first. Don’t think you’re too old, too 

young, too stressed, too anxious, too educated, too uneducated, or too preoccupied 

with other things – you can ask yourself the question:  

Where am I in my faith life? And Lord, what’s next? 

-------- 

A couple in a Pentecostal church got discouraged in their faith journey. Without 

wanting to cast judgment on them I wonder if they were stuck in a hierarchical 

understanding of faith, comparing themselves to others rather than appreciating 

what God had already given them.  

You don’t have to proof anything to anyone – abide in God and let him draw 

you closer. Be intentional about it, don’t resist when God has something new for 

you. Growing in faith is not always bells and whistles. Some great persons of faith 

have struggled with their faith despite the fact that they achieved wonderful things. 

(e.g. Mother Theresa) 

 

Just don’t give up, continue with the Lord and let him do his good work in you. It’s 

not just for your own personal self-improvement; it’s the people around you that 

will benefit from your growth in faith also. That’s why growing in faith is actually 

quite a selfless act. 

 

I wish you from the bottom of my heart much passion for your faith journey. I’m 

so honored that I get to be your pastor in this journey; and I’m excited to see what 

God will do with us as we grow closer to him and each other. Amen. 


