“Balance of Power”

Lamentations 3: 19-26

Luke 17: 5-10

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen

They call out in the imperative tense: it is a command, “Increase our Faith.” I do not know exactly what made the disciples feel a sense of urgency regarding their faith. Maybe it is because they are drawing closer to Jerusalem and realize things may not go well at Passover. Perhaps the text itself offers a simple possibility. In the preceding verse Jesus says, “Be on your guard! If another disciple sins, you must rebuke the offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive. If the same person sins against you seven times and says, “I repent,” you must forgive.”

Ah, forgiveness now that might create a sense of urgency for heavenly artillery. We need big guns to fend off the natural inclination to resist advice about forgiveness. When I thought this week about examples of people that have taught me the power of forgiveness it occurred to me that each of them pointed me towards something greater than themselves.

Forgiveness is of another world and when we witness it on the international scene in men like Nelson Mandela or closer to home in own relationships it usually stills our heart – stops our mind in its tracks. I think that is because forgiveness ushers in a new dimension something we cannot see but believe in: grace by faith.

The only common denominator that I see in people who forgive others the wrongs they could hold against them is this: they believe in a greater power that enables them to walk above the wrong and carry on. For us that is Jesus Christ. This morning Jesus words about forgiveness may cause us too to say with the disciples, “Increase our faith.” 

For this morning we cannot help but ask, what about times when we are suspended between the voice of repentance and tragedy? Cyber –bullying has been a problem for a long time; about four years ago a few high school girls in Mulberry Florida 35 miles east demonstrated that. Luring a classmate to her home a young woman and her friend’s beat the girl up and posted it on the web. Months ago, a student in Massachusetts committed suicide in the aftermath of dreadful cyber bullying over jealousies over a boyfriend. During this past week we have learned a great deal more about the epidemic proportion of bullying our youth endure from grammar school through college for all sorts of reasons: none of them kind. 

On Thursday Tyler Clementi a gifted violinist and freshman at Rutgers University leapt from the George Washington Bridge, overwhelmed by a humiliating cyber bullying incident. Days later, Jane and Joe Clementi said, “Regardless of legal outcomes, our hope is that our family’s personal tragedy will serve as a call for compassion, empathy and human dignity.” Where did they get the power to say that in the midst of unimaginable grief. 

Their words are a call for peace in the midst of a war waged in space with streams of video, waves of humiliation washing over a beachhead so enormous if is totally out of our control. “Increase our faith, O Lord.” And Jesus replies, “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed (the smallest of all seeds) you could say to this mulberry tree be uprooted and planted in the sea and it would obey.” Some scholars think this saying is a rebuke to them for their lack of faith, others think that Jesus is encouraging his apostles. 

Whatever the tone of voice, Jesus paints an unforgettable picture. Imagine: a voice so commanding that it can uproot a tree and plant it in even the most unlikely place – the sea and don’t forget the words “it would obey you. The phrase about a mustard seed occurs in the Gospel of Matthew after the disciples ask Jesus why they could not heal a man possessed by an evil spirit. Jesus speaks to faith the size of a mustard seed but the image is different: “You will say to this mountain, ‘move from here to there, and it will move and nothing will be impossible to you.’”

In each case the illustration on faith occurs after the disciple’s realize their own limitations: they struggle to forgive and they can’t heal anyone. And both stories tell us about another power greater than them and greater than us that offers us power beyond the wildest dreams of any mortal. Faith is power but it is balanced by whom we serve. Jesus makes this second point using what is to us a harsh and painful and awkward image: slavery. Keep in mind that the institution of slavery was woven into the fabric of first century life in the Roman Empire. The image was familiar. Jesus does not condone slavery. It is a familiar image he uses to drive home one point: we are like slaves, we are not our own.  

Put more poetically in Psalm 8, “You have made them a little lower than God and crowned them with glory and honor. You have given them dominion over the works of your hands you have put all things under their feet. And what follows those immortal words but these: O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth.” We belong to God. The lesson today is a call to remember whom we serve and to rejoice in our faith but also consider its demands. Our faith demands that we look to the grace of God to help us be an instrument of peace as we do what we can to help our youth learn compassion, empathy and human dignity. We are called to turn our outrage into action that will unite us in a return to decency and respect.

We gather at table on this World Communion Sunday in awe of the Lord’s Table and the One who bears all things for us and to whom we can turn with all the pain of this past week. For the faithful servants who ushered us into his courts this morning carrying bread from around the world representing our brothers and sisters in the faith who are instruments of peace and healing in the world we give thanks. And we pray that in this feast Jesus will increase our faith and equip us to follow Him and be an instrument of His peace.
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