Lamentations 1:1-6

1How lonely sits the city that once was full of people! How like a widow she has become, she that was great among the nations! She that was a princess among the provinces has become a vassal. 2She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks; among all her lovers she has no one to comfort her; all her friends have dealt treacherously with her, they have become her enemies. 3Judah has gone into exile with suffering and hard servitude; she lives now among the nations, and finds no resting place; her pursuers have all overtaken her in the midst of her distress. 4The roads to Zion mourn, for no one comes to the festivals; all her gates are desolate, her priests groan; her young girls grieve, and her lot is bitter. 5Her foes have become the masters, her enemies prosper, because the Lord has made her suffer for the multitude of her transgressions; her children have gone away, captives before the foe. 6From daughter Zion has departed all her majesty. Her princes have become like stags that find no pasture; they fled without strength before the pursuer. 

Luke 17:5-10

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!’” 

It may seem that the disciples make a reasonable request of Jesus: “Lord, increase our faith.” They’d seen Jesus multiply fishes and bread; why not multiply faith? Besides, faith seems to be associated with wholeness; how often did Jesus say, “Your faith has made you well”? How often were the sick healed on account of their faith? Certainly it couldn’t hurt to have a rainy day supply of faith, and if anyone can supply it, Jesus can. 

“Thank You for Breathing”

A request for more faith usually comes in circumstances not unlike the plight that the Jews are experiencing in today’s Old Testament reading: our city may not be overrun by a foreign army; we may not be displaced and consigned to forced labor; our streets may not be desolate as all of our people are carted away as slaves. But we have our own personal crises – some of us are now experiencing such crises of health or vocation, legal, financial, or marital. We pray first for deliverance, and sometimes it comes – and we do the appropriate thing and give God the glory. But what if deliverance doesn’t come? What if our health doesn’t improve, broken relationships don’t mend, a pain doesn’t go away, and we do feel like the inhabitants of Jerusalem after the city is destroyed. We feel lifeless, numb, shocked, on the verge of hopelessness. And we ask God, “What have I done to deserve this?” We shout to the heavens, and when we don’t get a reply our despair is only amplified. “My God, why hast thou forsaken me?” We can mope around like this for days, for weeks, for years. Eventually, and in spite of the fact that we can’t make sense out of our suffering, our faith reminds us that God is still loving and caring. But does all of our pain and suffering actually increase our faith?  
It’s a different sort of crisis that prompts the disciples to ask for more faith; theirs is more a crisis of confidence than a crisis of circumstance. They have a keen awareness of the demands that Jesus is placing on them, and the dreaded consequences of failure. Over the past few months the gospel lessons have focused on the requirements of discipleship, requirements that force us, if we’re really honest with ourselves, to ask, “Am I really a Christian?” Jesus says it is not possible to serve both God and money, but how many of us are not at least seduced by the lure of wealth and material gain, a more luxurious car, a Coach handbag. Jesus tells us a parable of a rich man who ate sumptuously and neglected the needs of poor Lazarus, then goes on to describe the eternal suffering that the rich man encounters in Hades, and the un-crossable chasm between him and Lazarus, and we ask ourselves, “How well do I eat in comparison to average human being on this planet?” and “How many Lazaruses have I ignored in my life?” Just prior to today’s passage, Jesus tells the disciples that they must forgive a person over and over again when they sin against you, and that it’s better to have a stone tied around your neck and be thrown into a lake than to cause someone else to stumble – which means that everything we do and say every moment of every day must be scrutinized lest someone take it as a reason to stumble – that’s quite a tall order! Let’s face it: these are fearsome demands, and if we posted such demands on our front door and said, “Only those who qualify need apply,” the church would be empty. If we mention the consequences of failure, we draw more people into the church, but their drawn out of fear the consequences of failing. Faced with the challenges of obedience and our lack of confidence in our own powers, we, like the disciples, cry out “Lord, increase our faith.” Supersize it! Add fries and a drink to it. We need some more pixie dust if you expect us to fly. 
Jesus doesn’t answer the way we hope he would with a prayer, a wave of the wand and a “be healed” He doesn’t say, “Go in peace; your faith has brought you more faith.” In fact, Jesus’ response sounds harsh: “If you had but the faith the size of a mustard seed…” you could make mulberry trees (which have incredibly complex root systems) uproot and plant themselves in the sea. Is this supposed to mean that we have no faith? If that were the case, how could he expect us to serve God as a slave? If we had no faith, we would not serve him at all, would we? When Jesus says “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed…” he is implying that we do have faith. It only takes a little faith to do amazing things, and we have the faith needed to do them. The problem is that we don’t understand what faith is. The first way we misunderstand it is by thinking that our faith can make things happen the way we want them to happen. If we pray in faith for our illness, we’ll be healed. If we pray in faith for the power to heal the sick or give sight to the blind, we’ll do these things. The problem is that we’re asking that we would be empowered in order that our will would be done. But our faith should not be in ourselves but in God! Our faith is not that God will do what is required to suit us but rather that God does what is best for us, and that we trust him to do that. 
Which leads to the second point: We don’t need more faith; we simply need to act upon the faith that we already have. Faith has changed the landscape of the world – the United States of America, regardless of the faults it still has, is testimony to faith that all people should have certain freedoms, that no person should enslave another. The challenge we all face is in keeping the principles we embrace as a nation in congruence with God’s will and God’s law. When we fail to act upon faith in God’s goodness and perfect will, we allow corruption to spread, we allow injustice to prevail, we allow the innocent to suffer at the hands of the selfish. But when we speak up in faith, when act out in faith, mountains of prejudice are moved, trees of injustice are thrown into the sea, we shed the fear that binds us and the indifference that paralyzes us, and the world changes.  
The third point is that acting on our faith is what God expects from us. Jesus chastises the disciples, saying in essence do what is expected of you without expecting to be rewarded for it. Being a disciple is not a part time gig; it’s a full-time vocation – when reflecting upon who you are, your identity, you should always consider yourself Christian first and foremost, not for sake of distinguishing yourself from the Muslim, the Jew, the Buddhist or the Hindi, but to remind yourself that your primary allegiance lies with Jesus Christ. His demands trump all other demands. His commandments trump all other commandments. In the end, we confess that we are worthless slaves who simply are called to do what is expected of us. A life of faith is a life of servitude to God.
Sounds harsh, doesn’t it? It’s because we live in a culture that places so much emphasis is the individual and our own accomplishments. We want trophies, plaques, accolades and honors, titles, some sort of recognition for our accomplishments and good deeds. Jesus is telling us to stop that. God didn’t create us with the need to have our egos stroked; he created us to love and (thus) serve one another. That’s our natural modus operandi. We don’t need God to thank us for breathing, for doing what should be expected of us! When you are committed to serving God by serving others, you’re likely to hear a lot of ‘thank yous’ but don’t make your discipleship contingent upon those words. 
Jesus doesn’t tell us that our lives will be so much better when we do what is expected of us as disciples; if he told us that our lives would be so enriched, so abundant in joy and purpose, he would be feeding into our perverse need to gain something for ourselves; it would tempt us to be disciples for our individual benefit. We would miss the point. It’s not for our own good but rather for God’s good. We must accept our station as worthless slaves and simply do what God requires of us, trusting him all the time that his will is always for the greatest good even if it’s not for our individual good. And you live in faith, you understand this, that the pain and sorrow that you suffer is not necessarily punishment for anything you’ve done wrong, and it’s not indicative of God neglecting you. It has to do with God’s greater purposes, and we do not always understand what those purposes are.
And so what’s the take-home? How do we apply Jesus’ words to our lives? Start by acknowledging that God has given you adequate faith – you don’t need any more; you simply need to act on the faith that you already have. Then pray; ask God to show you where your growing edge is. In what way are you reluctant to act in faith? Perhaps you will find that you have an ego that needs to be stroked, and Drill Sergeant Jesus will need to clear your head with some wall-to-wall counseling. Finally, act. It may be something simple like making a phone call. It may be writing a letter or a check. It may be getting involved in some mission or in social activism – all that will depend upon your faith location and your gifts and talents. 

Let us pray.
Lord God, we spend far too much of our time and energy seeking our own personal good, praying that our will be done on earth and in heaven. Teach us to seek your will, not our own, and to place our trust in you, not in ourselves. Help us to recognize that we have all the faith we need, and that all that is required is for us to act upon that faith. May we do so without fear and without expectation of any reward apart from the joy of serving you and living according to your perfect will. We pray in the name of our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.
