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A Homily Preached by     “Quality or Quantity?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        19th Sunday after Pentecost

October 3, 2010
Luke 17:5-10

If we had just this much faith [showing the size of a mustard seed with my fingers] we

could move a mountain bay loaded with berries and plant it in the ocean. If we had just

this much faith [finger space] we could move the great Canadian Rockies to the prairie

east of the city of Calgary or to the Pacific Ocean off Vancouver Island.

Jesus had told his disciples that there would be times when they would lose faith, but

if they were the cause of anyone to lose their faith then they would suffer forever. And he

taught them further that if other Christians were to sin then they were to rebuke them. But

if the sinner were to repent they were to forgive the sinner no matter how many times

they sinned and repented. Jesus told the disciples – and he is telling us – that with

genuine faith, however small, anything is possible.

Jesus’s disciples asked him to increase their faith after hearing his warning against

causing others to stumble and after his challenging them to be more forgiving. They

begged Jesus – their master and their teacher – to give them more faith not to help them

grow in faith. Were these not the same disciples who brought the paralytic to him, and

was it not their faith that caused the crippled man to be healed (5:20)? Hadn’t the

disciples heard Jesus say that the centurion’s faith exceeded any in Israel (7:9)? Did the

disciples not recall the woman who anointed Jesus’s feet being saved by her faith (7:50)

and the woman with the hemorrhage who was healed by her faith (8:48)? And the

grateful leper (17:19) and the blind beggar (18:42) – had the disciples forgotten that it

was their faith that brought them healing?

Yet Jesus asked his disciples “where is your faith?” during the storm at sea. We too

are being asked “Where is our faith?” When Jesus comes again will he find faith on earth

(18:8)? And can we trust Jesus’s promise that he will pray for us that our faith will not
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fail us just as he did for Peter (22:32) knowing that his faithful disciple would still deny

him three times. The disciples knew the power of faith in their own community. Jesus

teaches that just as the disciples knew that faith was a dynamic process – that they were

always growing in their faith, so are we. Our faith is constantly developing.

Faith is not a matter of just our own strength – our own will to just do it – to just have

faith. Our faith – our being saved through our own faith – is not of our own doing – it is

by grace. The disciples misunderstood Jesus’s teachings about forgiveness. They

assumed that their faith was insufficient, so they asked for more.  Jesus shook their faith.

He shattered their illusions about faith. Why they didn’t even have faith the size of a

mustard seed – they didn’t have this much faith [fingers again].

They had missed the point – and I fear we often do too. The disciples needed to

understand – and we need to understand – that faith enables God to work in a person’s

life in ways that defy human experience. Jesus was assuring them– and he is assuring us

– if we had even a little faith – even this much [fingers] – then it would be possible to live

up to his teachings. We should have the faith that we can forgive as we have been taught

– not once but seven times over. And with faith we can serve others as Jesus did – we

could even allow God to heal others through us if we had just this much faith [fingers].

Faith is not really about quantity then but quality! This much [fingers] versus this

much [arms length] matters not.

And faith is not just vertical [arms up and down] between the believer and God, but

horizontal [arms side by side] affecting relationships among the whole community and

the world.

This teaching about faith to the disciples – and to us – is hardly a miracle story about a

tiny mustard seed and a 60 foot tree flying to the sea to be planted. Rather Jesus spoke of

the miracle of a community of believers who are aware of the grace of God and who live

by faith – faith given to us by the free gift of grace.
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The disciples were ordinary men being taught by the Son of God. They were

fishermen and common folk who had not studied God’s laws. But they had studied God’s

ways with Jesus, God’s son. They had been given power and authority to preach, to heal,

and to cast out demons (9:1). Yet they thought they did not have enough faith to forgive.

We might wonder if they fully understood Jesus’s teachings. Could it be they thought that

they were being held to extraordinary unreachable standards? They must have needed

more faith, or so they thought.

Several times in my life I thought that I needed more, more faith, to be able to do what

I felt called to do. I recall the desperation of feeling inadequate. I knew so many people

of enormous faith. I thought that I fell short, because I did not have enough faith. My

children suffered from the same feelings at times. I remember when our daughter Sara

was diagnosed with lymphoma Troy got right up in our faces and asked Jim and I “Where

is your faith was now?” He and Sara were the same age and he suffered along with her

throughout her diagnosis and treatment. But he also celebrated when she was healed, just

like the woman at the well, just like the woman with the hemorrhage.

Our website calls St. Andrew’s “a faith community to live in.” Are we a church based

on faith? Christian faith requires that we believe Jesus was raised from the dead by God

Almighty. Many would say that our faith is summed up in John 3:16: “For God so loved

the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish

but may have eternal life.” Indeed throughout the New Testament we hear the “if Christ

has not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and [our] faith has been in

vain” (I Corinthians 15:14; see also Acts 2:32; Philippians 3:10; John 11:25.). Do we

believe that? Is our faith based on the resurrection? We are all good Anglicans here. Our

beliefs are held up by Scripture, tradition, and reason. We are all thinking people. Can we

have faith in the truth of Scripture, the truth of the resurrection?

In Mere Christianity C.S. Lewis offered his arguments about faith and reason. Is faith

blind? Or is faith based on logic, on reason? “Faith is the art of holding on to things your
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reason has once accepted in spite of your changing moods” he said when trying to sort

out his struggle to accept Christianity yet also to find the logic of believing in God.

Lewis’s faith was based on reason. But our minds are not ruled entirely by reason.

So are we faithful if we cannot accept entirely all the doctrines of Christian faith?

Must we accept blindly that Jesus was raised from the dead and that we have the hope of

eternal life? I pose this question, not because I have the answers, but because I too

struggle to have faith to believe. I trust that, like the disciples, our faith is constantly

growing, that faith is dynamic. I trust that faith does grow. I know that faith may wax and

wane throughout our lives. But I also believe that we live in Christian community just so

that when the quality of my faith is at its lowest, you all can and will bring my faith back

to life. And I will do the same for you. I know now that faith is not really a matter of

amount but of quality. We won’t run out of faith, for our faith is not static, is not a

constant, but is always growing.

So Jesus taught that it is quality not quantity that matters. The disciples had – and we

have – all we need. We have faith – sufficient faith. This much [fingers] or this much

[arms length] – it matters not. When we are faced with the hard questions of our beliefs,

when we must try to reach what seems to be impossibly high standards, what are we to

do? Should we ask God to increase our faith? Or might we ask the Lord to teach us how

to be faithful? Might we ask one another to teach us what good faith looks like? Or is it

even simpler that that? Could it be that we are called to be faithful not successful? Could

it be that our faith is more about the trying than getting to the finish line?

Gracious God, giver of all good things: we thank you for the gift of faith. Fill us with

confidence in the power of faith to heal and to forgive. We ask these things in the name

of your son who died that we might have abundant life, so that we might have all we need

– all the faith we need. Amen.


