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Mustard-Seed Faith 
 

 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 
 
 In the name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
 
____________________ 
 

I was raised in the Methodist church – sort of.  

As a baby, I was baptized in a Reformed Church in upstate New 

York. When I was 2, we moved to Texas and First United Methodist 

Richardson. A few years later my parents divorced. I’ve long joked that for 

my mother, who had moved from her father’s home to my father’s home, 

the silver lining in the stormy separation and divorce was that she no 

longer had to go to church. Faith became an every-other-week proposition 

for me until, at age 10, my mother, my sister, and I moved to Michigan. 

From then on, church happened only when I visited my dad over holidays 

and summers. By the time I graduated high school and moved to 

university, I was a woman of little faith. 

The first year of university life was difficult. I frequently felt lonely, 

anxious, and lost. Sleep was elusive, and I often woke at the crack of dawn. 
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When I did, I’d walk and talk – processing my thoughts. You do that, 

right? Talk to yourself?  

Walking one Sunday –  must’ve been around 8 am – I heard church 

bells ringing. Moments later, I found myself in the back row of First 

United Methodist Ann Arbor listening to a sermon about Jesus’ invitation 

to follow him. I left the service with a renewed desire to to follow Jesus 

and confident of two things: I didn’t really know how to do that and I was 

not a Methodist. The latter part of my dilemma resolved once I found the 

Episcopal Church. Yet, even after confirmation, I remained convinced I 

had nowhere near enough faith for the difficult life of a disciple of Christ. 

So, I identify with the disciples in tonight’s Gospel reading. I, too, have 

prayed, “Increase my faith.” 

Jesus answers the disciples in metaphors, offering two images: a 

mustard seed and a slave. Both are puzzling in problematic ways. Let’s look 

at both, starting with the more troubling image – the slave. 

Who among you would say to your slave … “Come … take your 
place at the table”?  
 

It’s shocking to hear Jesus speak of slavery without condemning it. Perhaps 

because he doesn’t, people have used this passage (and others like it) to 
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justify slavery. But Jesus’ metaphor doesn’t support slavery any more than 

the parable of the good Samaritan supports robbery. Jesus “simply uses a 

situation common in [his] day to illustrate a spiritual truth.”1 This is evident 

when we see how Jesus turns the metaphor. At the outset, he invites the 

disciples to identify with the master (“Who among you would say to your 

slave?”), but he doesn’t let them stay there. He twists it: 

So 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!” 
 

I wish our translators hadn’t used “worthless” in this sentence. It’s a tough 

word in Greek. What Jesus actually wants them to say after competing their 

work is: “We’ve done nothing special; just what we were supposed to do.” 

Translation troubles aside, Jesus’ twist clarifies the metaphor. God is the 

master. We are the servants. God expects us to do the work we’re given to 

do.  

Now let’s look at the other metaphor. 

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. 

                                                
1 Alan R. Culpepper, The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume IX: Nashville: Abingdon, 1995 at 323 as quoted by Ira Brent 
Driggers, “Commentary on Luke 17:5-10”, accessed online October 3, 2019 at Working Preacher, 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx.  
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Is it just me or does this make faith sound a little like magic?2 

Honestly, Jesus sounds like an ancient Hermione Granger correcting the 

disciples as they attempt magically to move the mulberry tree. “It’s 

wingardium leviōsa , not leviōsa.” I know this isn’t Jesus’ intention, but that’s 

where we end up if we focus on the result of mustard-seed faith (the 

mulberry tree moving to the sea). I’m sure many of us have known 

Christians who insist that true faith regularly produces dramatic miracles 

and blame unanswered prayers on mustard-size faith. Jesus is refuting this 

thinking here, redirecting the disciples’ focus from the quantity of their 

faith to its sufficiency. Faith “the size of a mustard seed” is sufficient.  

So far in our look at Jesus’ response to the disciples’ plea for more 

faith, Jesus has said: (i) mustard-seed faith is sufficient; and (ii) do the work 

you’ve been given to do. This begs the question: what is the work for 

which mustard-seed faith is sufficient?  

                                                
2 Driggers observes something similar in “Commentary.” 
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To answer that, we’ve got to back up in Luke a bit. Tonight’s reading 

comes from the middle of a conversation between Jesus and the disciples. 

Just before they beg for more faith, Jesus tells them:  

Occasions for stumbling are bound to come, but woe to anyone by 
whom they come! It would be better … 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. … If another disciple sins, 
you must rebuke the offender, and if there is repentance, you must 
forgive. And if the same person sins against you seven times a day, 
and turns back … seven times and says, “I repent”, you must forgive. 
 

Jesus is calling them into the work of reconciliation. Forgive those who 

hurt you. Forgive over and over, every time. Is it any wonder they exclaim: 

“Increase our faith!”? Forgiveness is hard enough the first time someone 

hurts us, but forgiving those who continue to hurt us – that’s the stuff of 

saints with mountainous faith. How can mustard-size faith be sufficient for 

the work of repeated reconciliation? 

The answer hinges on the term “faith.” The disciples ask for more 

faith; Jesus says they have enough. Paul assures us by grace we’ve been 

saved through faith (Eph 2:8). The word is all over the New Testament, as 

is its cousin, “believe.” Both derive from the Greek word – πιστις – which 

can be both a noun and a verb. One can have faith (a noun) and one can 
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faith (a verb). In English, we’s translate the verb as “believe”, but it’s the 

same word. Trouble is, we tend to think that the verb form, πιστεω, means 

“to be persuaded by” or “to intellectually agree” with something, as in “I 

believe Jesus is the Son of God.” But as it’s used in Greek, it also means 

“to trust”, “to adhere or commit to”, and “to act upon.” Jesus calls his 

disciples to repeated reconciliation, telling them: 

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 trust the size of a mustard seed… 
 
If you had commitment the size of a mustard seed… 
 
If you acted in a mustard-seed-sized way…it would sufficient. It 
would be enough.  
 

How? Because faith – trust, commitment, action – is pure grace. It is a gift 

from God, never something we produce on our own.3 And, as Paul writes 

to the Corinthians, God’s given grace is “always sufficient” (2 Cor 12:9). 

We may think our faith is too small, too weak to carry us through the 

arduous life of discipleship, but God’s “power is made perfect in 

                                                
3 Strong’s Concordance, entry 4103, “pistis.” See https://biblehub.com/greek/4102.htm.  
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weakness” (12:9). That’s how God chooses to act: through “what is weak 

in the world” (1 Cor 1:27). Jesus – born of an adolescent girl from a 

backwater town in a remote corner of the Roman Empire, raised as a 

carpenter’s son, who gathers twelve uneducated fisherfolk and laborers and 

spends his time with the sick, the lonely, and the sinners – is the 

embodiment of God choosing to work through weakness. 

I’d love to say that I received mountainous faith when I was 

confirmed in the Episcopal Church in Ann Arbor. I’d love to say that I 

received mountainous faith in my ordination. Truth is, there are still plenty 

of moments when I stand with the disciples asking God to increase my 

faith. In those moments, I need today’s text to remind me that my job is to 

trust, to commit, to take action, to steward God’s gift of faith by using it to 

share God’s reconciling love with others. 

This week in our news, we saw a powerful act of reconciliation as we 

watched Brandt Jean embrace Amber Guyger and forgive her for killing his 

brother, Botham. I watched the sentencing live and couldn’t help but 

speculate that my own faith, in such a moment, would have been mustard-

sized. It’s hard to imagine having the faith – the belief, trust, and 
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commitment which leads to action – that he showed. I felt like I was 

watching a great mulberry tree of emotions be lifted up and cast into the 

sea. Nevertheless, I’m taking my cues from the Black community who 

caution me and all white people not to misinterpret or misuse this moment 

of Black forgiveness. The work of racial reconciliation and justice is not 

complete. The Rev. Dr. Michael Waters, who spoke in our “Who’s My 

Neighbor” series this year, has suggested I read The Rev. Sharon Risher’s 

book, For Such a Time as This: Hope and Forgiveness After the Charleston 

Massacre. I’ve ordered a copy and invite you to read along with me. Poor 

Carolyn. I didn’t alert her. You won’t find a copy in our bookstore today, 

but I’ll ask her to order several copies. 

God has given us the gift of faith. We accept the gift as we trust, 

commit, act, and forgive. Let us do this work God has given us to do. 

When we are done, let us all say: “We’ve done nothing special; just what we 

were supposed to do.” 


