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Luke 17: 1-10 
 1Jesus said to his disciples, “occasions for stumbling are bound to come, 
but woe to anyone by whom they come! 2It would be better for you if a 
millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into the sea than 
for you to cause one of these little ones to stumble. 3Be on your guard! If 
another disciple sins, you must rebuke the offender, and if there is 
repentance, you must forgive. 4And if the same person sins against you seven 
times a day, and turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must 
forgive.” 
 5The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6The 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’? 8Would 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’? 9Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 10So 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!’” 
  

“Increase our faith!” the apostles say to Jesus.  It’s a request we likely 

know well. Who among us doesn’t want more faith at some point in our lives?  

If you’re like me, you’ve made some form of this request many times and 

you’ve probably used language just as insistent and desperate as the 

disciples’ language in Luke’s gospel. Most of us are not surprised by the 

urgent plea that Jesus give them more faith.   

 “Increase our faith!” the disciples plead. To be fair, in the verses just 

before the disciples’ frantic demand, Jesus delivers some really difficult 

teachings to these would-be followers. He’s just told them, “Things that cause 

people to stumble in their faith are bound to come but woe to you if you are 

the reason someone stumbles.” Then, he follows it up with “If one of your 



 

siblings sins against you, even seven times a day, and seven times turns back 

to you to repent, you must forgive them.”   

 That kind of forgiveness is hardly easy stuff. No wonder the disciples 

cry out for more faith! Given the context, I want to applaud them for the 

request! It’s so well-intentioned and honest. They’re not asking for more 

wealth, more comfort, more prestige, or more safety. They’re asking for more 

faith. One might almost think that was a good thing.   

 But instead of commending them, Jesus seemingly launches into a 

response with a lack of patience that is a bit surprising. “If you had even this 

much faith,” he says, pinching his thumb and forefinger together to show how 

small a mustard seed is, “then you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘be 

uprooted and planted in the sea’ and it would obey you.” If you had even a 

tiny amount of faith, you could move trees and by extension, you could forgive 

others.   

In Matthew’s gospel, the mustard seed saying comes in response to the 

disciples’ inability to cast out a demon. “If you had faith the size of a mustard 

seed,” Jesus says in Matthew’s gospel, “you could move mountains” and by 

extension, cast out demons. The writer of Luke makes faith as necessary for 

forgiving as the writer of Matthew makes it for healing.   

Which had me thinking about what we really mean when we desire 

more faith; what, exactly, are we asking for? Sometimes, we’re asking for “the 

faith that moves mountains” or a supernatural ability to manipulate a 

situation to our own liking. Sometimes what we’re asking for is an 

intellectual booster shot or an increased mental capacity to help us believe in 

the more challenging of Christian claims – maybe the Virgin Birth, or the 

Resurrection, or the Second Coming of Christ, or even God’s presence in the 

midst of a dark and lonely time in our lives. Sometimes, what we’re really 

asking for when we want more faith is an antidote to anxiety. “God, please 



 

take away the fear I feel as I face your silence.” Or, “God, give me the 

certainty I desire so I’ll feel happier, holier, stronger, braver.” “God, can you 

just give me the sign that I need so that I can have the faith I need and it 

becomes impossible to doubt you!?”   

When we take a hard look at our assumptions about faith, Jesus’ “no” 

begins to make some sense. What if faith isn’t quantifiable? What if “more” 

faith doesn’t necessarily mean “better” faith? What if faith isn’t even a noun!?   

What if, instead, faith is a way of life, an orientation toward the world 

around us, a lens through which we see everything and everyone? What if 

faith is really an action; something we do, not something we have?   

If we read through the gospels there are plenty of places where Jesus 

commends the faith of those who seek him out. “Your faith has saved you,” he 

tells a woman who anoints his feet, a Samaritan leper who returns to thank 

him, and a hemorrhaging woman who touches the bottom of his cloak. “Your 

faith has made you well,” he tells a blind beggar. “Such faith I have not seen 

in all of Israel!” he exclaims about a Roman centurion. What do they do to 

gain this kind of admiration from Jesus? They turn toward him. They orient 

themselves in his direction. What earns his admiration is their willingness – 

even in difficult, painful, and potentially risky situations – to lean into his 

goodness, healing, justice and mercy.   

“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.” “If you 

had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could move mountains.” We often 

read these texts through a lens of condemnation or disappointment on Jesus’ 

part because we know that we fall short, all of the time. But, what if; what if 

we read these texts through a lens of love?  

What if Jesus is looking at his disciples, who have been following him 

this whole time and when they cry out, “Increase our faith so we can heal 



 

people! Increase our faith so we can forgive people!” he says with love, not 

condemnation, “All you need is faith the size of a mustard seed and you can 

do even more than you are asking!” If we read this text through a lens of love 

we find Jesus saying to the disciples, saying to us, “You have faith already.  

This is not about proportion. You have faith, because you have me. You’ve 

seen me and have known me. What else do you lack?”   

I believe there is an invitation in this text for us. I believe we are called 

to go forth and live in light of what we already see, already sense, already 

have heard, already know. In other words, the invitation is to do faith. To do 

the loving, forgiving thing we consider so commonplace that we often ignore 

it. Why? Because the life of faith is as straightforward as the one who is 

indebted, serving the one to whom he owes a debt. Faith, Jesus is saying, 

isn’t about fireworks and dazzling moments. Faith is recognizing our tiny 

place in relation to God’s enormous, creative love, and then filling that place 

with our whole lives. In this sense, while probably an unpopular idea, faith is 

simply showing up when we’re expected to show up. Faith is duty motivated 

and sustained by love in action.   

Faith is showing up and loving people and being Community here in 

Elm Grove, even when there is an abundance of the unknown, of fear, of 

separation, of anxiety, out in the world and in our denomination. Faith is 

showing up and being the body of Christ. Faith is forgiving your brother and 

sister and sibling … even seven times a day, if that’s what is what it takes.  

“Increase our faith!” the disciples beg of Jesus. And Jesus doesn’t give 

them certainty. Instead he tells them that they already have enough, already 

are enough, already have him, already have what they need to handle the 

uncertainty.   

And what’s more, the disciples are told that they already have enough 

to throw mulberry trees into the ocean and to move mountains. In other 



 

words, faith the size of a mustard seed is all it takes to change the landscape 

of the world around us. If we look at this text through a lens of love, if we 

look at the world through a lens of love … we find that it doesn’t take much 

to change the landscape around us. It only takes showing up, loving people 

where they are, forgiving those around us. Thereby we offer healing and 

wholeness and welcome and grace.   

Barbara Brown Taylor writes that we waste a great deal of time and 

energy looking for the “key to the treasure box of more.” All we lack, she 

argues, “is the willingness to imagine that we already have everything we 

need. The only thing missing is our consent to be where we are.”   

“Increase our faith!” the disciples say. Perhaps they were hoping for 

more so things would be easier. Jesus’ response to his disciples, however, 

suggests that faith requires attention and practice. It grows stronger when it 

is exercised and weakens when it is idle. In other words, Jesus doesn’t 

sidestep the disciples’ request for faith out of callousness; he sidesteps it out 

of wisdom and deep love. He knows the things that make for human wellness 

and wholeness. He recognizes what is needed in order to live and to thrive.  

Do faith and faith will increase; do faith and you will find you have all that 

you need. Do faith and forgive your neighbor. Do faith, look through a lens of 

love, and you can change the entire landscape around you!   

Today we gather with followers of Christ all around the world to 

celebrate World Communion Sunday. Today, we gather with siblings around 

tables across the globe to be reminded as we eat the bread and drink the cup 

that we have already been given all that we need. As we receive the body of 

Christ today, may we remember to look at the world through a lens of love, 

that as the body of Christ here in Community, we may have the power to 

change the entire landscape around us. May it be so. Amen.   

 


