Luke 7:1-10

7After Jesus had finished all his sayings in the hearing of the people, he entered Capernaum. 2A centurion there had a slave whom he valued highly, and who was ill and close to death. 3When he heard about Jesus, he sent some Jewish elders to him, asking him to come and heal his slave. 4When they came to Jesus, they appealed to him earnestly, saying, “He is worthy of having you do this for him, 5for he loves our people, and it is he who built our synagogue for us.” 6And Jesus went with them, but when he was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to say to him, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof; 7therefore I did not presume to come to you. But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed. 8For I also am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave does it.” 9When Jesus heard this he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd that followed him, he said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” 10When those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the slave in good health. 
Knowing the One You Believe

While the New Testament so often provides stories of Jesus to teach us valuable lessons in life, it’s refreshing to read stories where people other-than-Jesus inspire us in faith, people like Mary and Martha, Peter and Paul, the Syro-Phoenician woman all teach us lessons of faith. Today we meet another one of these people, a Roman centurion.

The Romans were not known to be friends of the Jewish people in the first century, but twice centurions are referenced in a positive manner in the Gospels. Once is at the crucifixion, when a centurion becomes the first person other than Peter to recognize Jesus as the Son of God. The other time is today’s lesson, where a centurion has a slave who is dying and sends the town elders to Jesus to solicit his help in healing this person. The elders describe the centurion as a man “worthy” of Jesus’ assistance, but as Jesus nears the centurion’s home, a delegation from the centurion’s home intercept Jesus with a message from the centurion who declares that he is unworthy of Jesus’ company, but if Jesus merely gives the word he trusts that his servant will be healed. At this news Jesus marvels and declares that in all Israel he has not witnessed faith like this. But what is it exactly that Jesus is marveling over? Is it simply that the centurion believes Jesus capable of healing without actually being present, or is there, as Paul Harvey might have said, more to the story? 
We should take a second to marvel over Jesus’ exclamation. Here is a Roman centurion who displays a faith greater than any Jew in Israel. This is a pretty astounding declaration coming from a Jew! If we made a modern analogy we might imagine Jesus declaring that the faith of a single Muslim was greater than the faith of any Christian in North America. That would shock the sensibilities of many a church-goer. Yet it also opens a window to new level of understanding faith and comprehending what Jesus found so commendable about this centurion. 

Faith is a phenomenon we often mischaracterize, reducing it to adherence to a particular doctrine, to “checking the right box” as a friend describes it. But even checking the right box is only done with some level of discernment. When we vote for our political representatives, we evaluate each candidate before we vote, and if a representative fails to maintain our “faith” we vote for a different candidate in the next election. Even at a basic level, faith involves a relationship of trust. Maintaining faith means maintaining trust. The centurion displays some trust when he summonses Jesus to come and heal his servant, and more trust when he communicates to Jesus that all Jesus need do is “say the word” and his servant will be healed. But what makes Jesus the right man for the job? Is he the only healer on the block, or is there something that the centurion could discern about Jesus that made him the healer of choice?
Faith is all about relationship. When we take leaps of faith, in marriage for example, we place a lot of faith in the goodness of the one we have chosen. While the centurion denies that he is worthy of having Jesus enter his own home, the Jewish elders testify that the centurion “loves our people.” He is a man of action who has gone so far as to build a synagogue for the town folks. Another indication of his goodness is that he loves his servant who is so ill. One might say that the centurion is a man after Jesus’ own heart, a man who can recognize goodness because he himself possesses goodness. One need not share the same religion to find goodness in the other; a heart that seeks God can find him by way of different roads. And so the centurion trusts in Jesus, has faith in Jesus, as a man of God, a man who indeed is God incarnate, knowing that Jesus can and will heal his servant.
Jesus sees a virtue in the centurion that the elders have missed. While the town elders try to persuade Jesus to heal the centurion’s servant based upon the goodness of the centurion, the centurion declares himself to be unworthy but appeals to Jesus’ nonetheless simply because the servant is sick! In other words, the value of the servant is not measured by the virtue of the centurion but strictly by the fact that he is a human being in his own right, and worthy of God’s healing and love regardless of master’s worth. Thus the centurion expresses a faith in the goodness of God, the God who measures us not by our abilities or usefulness but rather loves us despite our unworthiness. The centurion understands this fundamental fact about God that eludes the elders and all the people Jesus has encountered in Israel. This centurion has faith in God’s goodness and grace! 
We meet a modern centurion in Branch Rickey, the manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers who in 1946 signed Jackie Robinson to play for his team. Until that time, professional baseball was an exclusive “white man’s” game; though there were no rules prohibiting blacks from playing in the big leagues, no one had broken that code that kept blacks out of the league, until Branch Rickey signed Robinson. Rickey (a devout Christian) understood something about the nature of God. He  understood that God did not discriminate based on color or social status, and that our nation needed to be healed of its prejudice. Rickey took a leap of faith by signing Jackie Robinson, believing that God would do the healing necessary to bring us to health, and though we still have a ways to go, it was the faith of a man Branch Rickey that got the ball rolling (no pun intended).
Whenever we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we ask that “thy kingdom come.” We pray in faith that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven. What a pleasure and privilege it is to be active agents in God’s plan for the world. As we seek God, we become more cognizant of his righteousness and love. As our relationship with him grows, so too does our faith. May God build our faith so that we may work boldly for the kingdom, exposing the injustices and perverse values that too often guide our behavior. May each of us truly display a faith that Jesus can marvel at! 
