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World Communion Sunday

Luke 17:5-10

 

Gracious and Loving God, on this day we gather with people from all over the world to sit at your table and give thanks for your Son.  As we gather, help us to remember his acts of compassion and his love for all of humanity.  Help us to be his hands and feet in the world.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.

 

“That’s All, Folks”

 

Garrison Keillor once wrote a column titled: “A Pagan’s Thoughts at Eastertide.” The column is a candid and poignant confession that Keillor struggles with faith issues.  He wrote one Easter:

I came to church as a pagan this year, though wearing a Christian suit and white shirt, and sat in a pew with my sandy-haired, gap-toothed daughter whom I would like to see grow up in the love of the Lord, and there I was, a skeptic.

“Do we really believe in that story or do we just like to hang out with nice people and listen to organ music?” Keillor asked.

Keillor’s spiritual crisis was precipitated by a reading of the four Gospels straight through and then a book about how the Bible came to be the Bible, how which books were chosen to be included in the canon and who did the choosing. “Our book” unlike the Ten Commandments, or the Book of Mormon, or the Koran, he observes, was not handed down from on high: “Our book was hammered out through a long, contentious political process like the tax code, and that’s something you don’t care to know more about.”

So he sat in a pew with his daughter feeling miserable but also understanding that if you doubt, you’re not alone. You’re in good company. Jesus himself doubted—when in the garden, he asked God to rescue him, and from the cross, he cried out, “My God, why have you forsaken me?” Plenty of Old Testament figures doubted: Moses, Abraham, Sarah, Jonah . . .the list could go on and on.  

Keillor went on to reflect that skepticism perhaps ought not to be repressed: “It is an antidote to smugness and self-righteousness.  Jesus,” Keillor correctly observed, “was rougher on the self-righteous than he was on adulterers and prostitutes.”

The column concluded, “So I will sit in the doubter’s chair for a while and see what is to be learned there.”

In today’s story, the disciples were having serious doubts.  “Increase our faith!” they cried to Jesus.  And is it any wonder?  I mean, when you think about what we’ve seen and heard and been through with them these past few months, it’s no wonder they asked for an increase.

 

Just think about where we’ve been with them and what we’ve heard:

· To the wanna-be followers who had to bury a father or say goodbye to family, he told them they couldn’t.  

· He told other followers they must hate their families, parents, and children in order to follow him.  

· He told people who cause harm to others to drown themselves.  

· And he told a whole host of other parables that turned their world upside down.  

 

He’s been relentless and exhausting and demanding.  Is it any wonder the disciples ask for an increase in faith?  I don’t know about you, but after all of the stories we’ve heard and things we’re instructed to do or not do, I could use an increase myself.

 

You gotta figure by this point in time, it’s hitting home for the disciples what exactly this life of following Jesus entails, and they’re starting to think that maybe it would be a whole lot easier to return to their families and livelihood, rather than journey on to Jerusalem.  They’re having genuine, valid reservations about the task at hand and wondering if they’re up to the challenge.

 

They have serious doubts as to whether they can follow Jesus and step into the future to which he calls them.  And you know what? I think that’s OK.  I don’t think we need to brow beat the disciples and take them to task for having some concerns and doubts.  Who here wouldn’t be thinking and feeling the same thoughts?  If there’s one thing I’ve always appreciated about the disciples it’s that they are very real.  “Increase our faith,” they cry, because they don’t think they can handle what’s ahead.

But what the disciples haven’t quite figured out is that faith is not a substance that can be measured, counted or quantified.  Faith, I’ve said before, is not a noun.  It’s a verb.  Faith isn’t something we possess as much as it is something we do. 

Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall thinks there is no more important issue before the church today than moving away from the definition of faith as believing ideas about God and Jesus to be true and toward redefining faith as trusting God and following Jesus, even when you’re struggling with the ideas themselves.

And that’s just what the disciples did.  They stepped out in faith and followed Jesus even when the way seemed murky, and they weren’t sure they were up for the task.  They took a risk to step into an unknown future.

It had to have been scary for them.

 

Which is why, I think, Jesus tells them, “You have all the faith you need.  Even this much faith, the faith of a tiny mustard seed, is enough.”  A mustard seed sized faith-that’s all you need.  With very little, you can do great things, he said.  

 

And that’s so true, isn’t it?  Great things have been done by people who had a dream and, in faith, pursued it with everything they had.  One thinks of Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement; Rosa Parks; and Desmond Tutu.  None of these people started out as giants-they were ordinary people-a minister, a woman on a bus, and a bishop.  They didn’t hold any power.  But they did have great faith, and because of that they did great things.

 

You know, I think too often we get the idea that in order to do great things we need great things-we need lots of money or wherewithal.  But Jesus says today, you only need faith the size of a tiny mustard seed.

 

This past week, I thought of all of you with your dollars-just a dollar, and I read with great pride the things you’d done.  We all know a dollar isn’t much, but look at the far places your dollars reached, and the people and places you might never have reached without them?  
 

When you gave your dollars away, you were putting your faith into action.  You were living it.

 

And that’s what faith is all about.  It’s action oriented.  Faith isn’t something we possess; it’s something we do.  

 

You know, the early Christians were not known for what they believed as much as they were known for what they did.  The early Christian groups brought food, medicines, and companionship . . . to prisoners forced to work in mines, banished to prison islands, or held in jail.  Some Christians even bought coffins and dug graves to bury the poor and criminals.

 

This generosity attracted crowds of newcomers to Christian groups.  The sociologist Rodney Stark notes that a plague that ravaged cities and towns tore through the Roman empire.  The usual response to such disease was to run, literally, for one’s life.  But Christians stayed with the sick to alleviate their suffering, and shocked their neighbors by doing so.

 

Such actions became the basis for new societal structures and caused the public to take notice.

 

One of our earliest theologians, Tertullian, in the second century wrote, “What marks us in the eyes of our enemies is our practice of loving-kindness. ‘Only look,’ they say, ‘how they love one another.’”(See Elaine Pagels, Beyond Belief, pp. 9-10.)

Christians acted in such extraordinary ways because they believed that their God, who created humankind, actually loved the human race and evoked love in return.  What God requires is that human beings love one another and offer help, even if you’ve only got a dollar in your pocket.

 

Churches, communities of faith like this one, are in charge of keeping God’s alternate vision alive, and it happens every day in thousands of communities in ways that can only be called “mustard seeds,” whenever, in the name of Jesus Christ, his followers reach out and respond to need with generosity.

 

This church performs “mustard seed acts of faith” everyday.  Sending a card to our members who are no longer able to come to worship is one of those.  Taking a meal to them is another.  When you do these things, you are reflecting God’s love for them.

 

We also do things to help people who aren’t members of this church.  One person bringing cans of food for Food Outreach helps one person with AIDS or cancer to not go hungry that day. It is a mustard seed, that reflects God’s love for everyone.  Our continuing support for Lydia’s House, is another.  The community garden growing out back is a wonderful symbol of a mustard seed faith.

 

When we have a mustard seed faith, we enact God’s love and we slowly tear down walls that divide people.  We live the purpose of World Communion Sunday. 

 

The things that we do may not be big and spectacular and splashy, but they don’t have to be.  Jesus doesn’t ask for big and splashy.  Sometimes, Jesus said, it’s as small as a mustard seed.

 

Thanks be to God for all of you and the mustard seeds you offer to people in need.

 

Amen.

 

 

