Faith-filled Duty
Luke 17:5-10
Several years ago my oldest child, Connall, had just finished 8th grade and announced that he was going to run with the high school Cross Country team and that through the summer he would do conditioning with a running club each evening. This seemed like a pretty good plan, and so we adjusted our days to make room for these evening runs. Because of the timing of these runs, we generally didn’t get to sit down together for dinner until around 8/8:30 or so, at which time Connall was often pretty energized to tell us about that evening’s workout.  He would use words or phrases like ‘abs ripper’, ‘burner’ and ‘crunches’  to describe the different conditioning runs and exercises his coach planned. Everything he described sounded painful and really, really hot – given that it was July.  I had to wonder - ‘what on earth does he get out of this? And how long will he put himself through this?’  It wasn’t until the season started and we went to his meets, watching the team in action that the answers to these questions started to come to me.  The workouts together throughout the summer had gone a long way to shape the identity of each runner and the identity of the team.  They had developed a sense of belonging and commitment - and the workouts - as hard as they had become - were an expression of that commitment.  Today we’re looking at a section in the Gospel of Luke in which Jesus offers some hard lessons to the disciples about life together in the community of faith, and what that commitment may require.
Earlier in the chapter, Jesus had emphasized the importance of accountability within the Christian community AND, the essential experience of forgiving a repentant brother or sister - not just once, but seven times.   Over and over and over again, Jesus told them, they are to forgive.   
It’s worth noting that the command to forgive was the breaking point for them.  It wasn’t when Jesus sent the 70 saying “I’m sending you out like lambs in the midst of wolves;” that led to their cry for more faith.  No, it was the challenge of forgiving a brother or sister who’s stumbled, that seemed just too much to ask.
Isn’t it strange that the Gospel truth we count on when we confess our own sin is the very thing the disciples found impossible to share?  Forgiveness continues to be a place that we can struggle to find peace in both public and private matters.  Last week marked the 1st anniversary of the tragic shootings at a Pennsylvania Amish School.  At that time the loss to the families and community created shock and sadness that was felt far beyond those directly affected.  Media carried the news, even as a great deal of restraint was exercised in order to maintain the privacy of the Amish community in the midst of a public tragedy.  Yet, then and now, one of the most striking pieces of the event was the response of the Amish community to the family of the shooter.  Their immediate efforts to reach out offering forgiveness and support to his family in both word and deed astounded us.   But as astounded as the public was, our surprise was equally curious to the Amish, for whom forgiveness is that essential experience of faith. 
“Increase our faith” the disciples said to the Lord, because you are asking too much!  The disciples seemed to have reached a place they could not go without something more from Jesus.  I suspect that many of us could admit to reaching a place like that in our own lives at some point - wondering if we have what it takes to get through a situation or struggle that’s in front of us.  And because of that Jesus’ response may feel a bit harsh: 
‘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.’  
It seems a little bit like Jesus was saying that the disciples didn’t even have the faith of that tiny particle of a seed!  But Jesus’ intention is not to discourage, but rather to open their eyes to what’s already right in front of them, to stop avoiding what seemed to hard.  He wanted them to step out, knowing that they had exactly what they needed to live the life of faith and service to which he was calling them.
Something on the disciples’ faces must have shown they didn’t quite get it, because Jesus continues, describing the familiar relationship between slave and owner, and the expectations within that relationship:
A slave works all day in the field, comes in, prepares the meal for the owner and his family, serves the meal and only then, when all his work is finished, has the opportunity to rest, eat and drink.  Furthermore, these are all routine expectations for a day in the life of a slave – no one would offer him thanks for just doing what he was supposed to do and the owner would not be indebted to the slave for fulfilling his role.
The relationship between a slave and owner was clear to all; a slave would not find favor or earn credits simply for doing what was expected. 
As harsh and unjust as that relationship sounds to us - we can almost see the disciples nodding along as Jesus talked affirming the clarity of those roles.
But when he kept going, comparing their role as disciples to that of a slave, the nodding would have given way to puzzled, maybe even defiant looks as they heard Jesus explain: 
Doing all that they were asked to do, got them no more credit than a slave on an ordinary day. 
That must have been a difficult thing to hear, as they considered their life with Jesus.  And no wonder: 
Consider Simon and Andrew who left a good, stable fishing business or James and John who left their father, Zebedee and the rest of their family behind.  And then there was Levi who walked away from a lucrative, if dishonest tax collecting career.  Stability, family, money – all given up to follow Jesus. 
 
And as if that weren’t hard enough, consider the ministry itself:
crowds of people - desperate, angry or skeptical about what Jesus was doing or saying; 
those cryptic directions Jesus tended to give;  
and the stories he told– confusing and upsetting the balance of what they’d come to understood throughout their lives.  
Surely, all of that sacrifice, time and effort must be worth something! 
Right?
If we take Jesus at his word, then the answer must be a resounding: “NO.”  Nothing that they had done since they began to follow Jesus in his ministry had earned them a single thing.  Yet, more importantly, and what the apostles were just beginning to grasp, was that everything they’d done since meeting and following Jesus was a response to what they had already received:
*the forgiveness they couldn’t find the faith to offer others was already theirs;
*the love they struggled to give to others already surrounded and sustained them;
*the spirit that provided direction and peace was theirs to share; and
*the promises of the prophets were the foundation of their lives
 
None of these things could be earned, yet all of them were part of the apostle’s lives already.  That ‘mustard seed of faith’ had been guiding them all along.
 
As I think back to Connall’s first few months of running the thing that has really intrigued me is that it all began with a word of encouragement from the coach who’d watched him run during a gym class.  Running a mile on a flat track to get a grade is a far cry from the grueling workouts that he found himself in the midst of that first summer.  But that ‘mustard seed of faith’ he had in his ability to run that gym class mile, gave him what he needed to go the next step, and has led him to a significant commitment to the team and coach. 
 
When the disciples found themselves stopped in their tracks by something seemingly too hard, Jesus directed them to the faith they already had.  This mustard seed of faith can remove the barriers to deeper commitment and service we may find when we examine our own lives.  In a few minutes we’ll gather around the Lord’s Table, and as we do so, we join Christian’s all over the world lifting up the reconciling work of Christ.  The Lord’s Supper is always a celebration and response to what God has already done for us in Christ.  As we share the bread and the cup today, I encourage you to reflect on what it means to live out each day in service as a response to God’s love and grace in your life.  
Amen.
