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"Increase our faith!"  the disciples cry. 
 They have been listening to Jesus teach about discipleship all summer 
   just as we have, and right before our story began 
   Jesus has told them to forgive even those who sin against them  
    seven times a day as long as they repent. 
We missed that story.  It was not in the lectionary. 
 But apparently it was too much for the disciples, and so 
  before we even get to hear a single word of context this morning 
   we hear them cry out “Increase our faith!” 
Is there anyone here who has never put in a similar request? 
 Is there anyone here who has never thought your  
  life might be better if perhaps your faith was 
   greater, deeper, more than it is now? 
 
In the Epistle this morning a pastor named Timothy  
 is having his difficulties, too. 
  He is going through a period of timidity and tears, 
   and is obviously very distraught about something. 
    Whatever it is, we can never know. 
The letter, written in the voice of Paul,  
 is meant to console and uplift Timothy, 
  reminding Timothy of his own family history, and his own faith. 
   Could it be that Timothy, too, has been wondering  
    if his faith is “enough?” 
I think many of us go through times of wishing we had “more” faith, 
 because having “more” faith seems to hold out the promise 
  of having more serene, less troubled lives; 
   in short, having some peace. 
 
And life is not peaceful. 
 This week the Blacksburg Ministerial Association  
  had its first fall meeting.  
   We take turns meeting in each other's church's 
    And we share whatever's going on in our congregations 
     and sometimes bring in a speaker 
      to keep us up to date on what local agencies are doing. 
 At other times we just enjoy being pastors together  
  in a room where every person at the table  
   understands exactly what the job is.   
Because it was the first meeting of the program year, 
 our facilitator Joe Racek had us go around and share 
  where we'd experienced God lately. 
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As we did, person after person at the table shared 
 situations or decisions to be made that were not simple or easy. 
Without breaking any confidences, it should be no surprise to hear 
 a roomful of Blacksburg pastors wonder together 
  what can be done so that the people who work in our town 
   can actually afford to live here; 
 where to send people for mental health care 
  now that most of the therapists we all refer to have retired, 
   and needed specialty care is miles away; 
  whether there is anything that can be done to improve 
  a local transportation system designed to get students to class 
   rather than people to work; 
 or the explosion of opioid addiction in our region  
  among people with no jobs and no sense of a future.  
When I shared that I had been struggling to let go and spend time with God 
 in the manner Father Richard Rohr calls "un-doing" 
  --resisting the urge to always be busily productive  
   and just letting yourself sit with God content not to say a word— 
    there were murmurs of recognition from around the room. 
As much as we would like for it to be, 
 life is not peaceful, and even finding time to spend with God  
  can feel like yet another demand. 
 
Also, we have many different understandings of what “peace” is. 
 Many think of peace as the absence of violence or conflict, 
  as in peace between nations, or peaceful streets; 
   or peace as the right to be unmolested on our way. 
Both the Old and New Testaments speak of peace as 
 an obedient and fulfilling relationship with God. 
Church historian Roberta Bondi  
 calls the peace of closeness with God 
  “a deep disposition of the heart.”i 
 
Almost every Christian church offers a version  
 of the passing the peace of Christ on Sundays, 
  though many may not know that's what they're doing.ii 
Every minister who has ever said  
 “Please shake hands with the person beside you” or 
  “Lets take a moment to greet the folks around us,” 
   is enacting a vital part of ancient Christian worship. 
“Pax vobiscum.” is the statement in Latin. 
 “Et con spiritu tuo” is the reply. 
  Christians have used these Latin phrases  
   for nearly two thousand years. 
It's what Jesus said to the disciples right after his resurrection.  
 "Peace be unto you." 
Both the Latin and Greek phrases are based  
 on one Hebrew word: Shalom. 
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The best definition of  Shalom which is not peace but “well-being,” 
 a sense of wholeness and rightness within oneself 
  and between oneself and others. 
 
When we pass the peace to each other in worship, 
 especially on a day like World Communion Sunday 
  we may think first of the reconciling peace of Christ. 
Some people I know do not like “passing the peace” 
 and even though I don't share that view 
  there is something oddly right about their dislike. 
The unease is right because the peace of Christ  
 should not only be here in the sanctuary, 
  The peace of Christ should be out in the world 
   where it seldom seems to be. 
And that's why we enact it: 
 as an act of faith and extraordinary hope, in the face of reason. 
 
We know all these things about peace, 
 yet we continue to associate peace 
  with the idea of a hushed, untroubled calm. 
 
A man who had a very longstanding and disciplined prayer life 
 entered a period of months when everything around him fell apart. 
  His teenage daughter was acting out all kinds of dramas, 
   putting herself in dangerous situations and being destructive. 
His mother’s health deteriorated sharply, 
 and the decision was made to move her to a nursing home. 
  And right in the midst of it all, his wife received a cancer diagnosis. 
Every day the man went to his prayers, 
 which had always been a source of solace and peace in his life,  
  and prayed to feel relief from the chaos that was swirling around him. 
   But he never did. 
    His prayers were suddenly as stress-filled as the rest of his life. 
Why, he began to ask God, 
 could he not experience the peaceful calm that  
  had been such a central part of his prayer life? 
He heard no answering voice, had no sudden insight. 
 But he did not give up on his prayers, 
  and as the chaos continued in his life and in his prayers 
   he began to see that his prayers were in fact 
    very real reflections of what was happening to him. 
Eventually it struck him that 
 If his prayer time was to have any meaning at all, 
  how could it be peaceful when everything else in his life 
   was ripping apart? 
After that realization his prayers continued to reflect the craziness around him, 
 but now that they didn’t have to fit a fantasy of “peacefulness”  
  he found them more helpful, more sustaining than ever before. 



4 

 

 
Things do not have to be different from the way they really are,  
 says Jesus to the disciples in our story in Luke. 
  You don’t have to have more faith. 
   Even a little bit of faith 
    is enough to do impossible, absurd things. 
 
If you are wondering where that was in today’s Luke text 
 it was in the word “if.” 
In Greek there are two different kinds of “if” clauses, 
 one that expresses a condition contrary to fact “If I were you…” 
  Obviously I'm not you, so that's the contrary to fact version. 
The other "if" expresses a condition according to fact. 
 “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed (and you do)…” 
The “if” in our story is that second kind of “if.” 
 “If you had faith (and you do) 
  you could say to this tree ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea!’ 
   and it would obey you…” 
I wish he hadn't used the uprooted tree illustration 
 because we 21st century hearers have such stunted imaginations 
  that we get very literal instead of imaginative 
   in response to rabbinical illustrations like this. 
So suppose for just a moment that instead of instantly testing,  
 you can hear Jesus saying 
  "Even a tiny amount of faith is already enough. 
   You do not need more, 
    because of who God is and what God can do." 
 
A similar message is found in what comes next. 
 It sounds like harsh words about servanthood— 
  But actually, they are more words about not hampering ourselves 
   with unreasonable expectations. 
We don’t have to strive for praise, 
 or struggle hard to earn a peaceful rest at the close of the day. 
  We simply have to do what is before us as disciples 
   and know that it will be accepted 
    by the One who knows us as we really are. 
 
That is a particularly powerful message for all of us today. 
 I dearly love World Communion Sunday,  
  as all over the world people come to Christ’s table as one.   
But I worry that we North Americans,  
 we will turn this day into a time of “if onlys:”   
  "If only we did better, were more just and compassionate  
   finally all would be well!" 
We get hung up on doing things right or well, 
 as I think perhaps the disciples and Timothy may have been doing. 
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The writer posing here as Paul is telling Timothy and us to knock it off: 
 "Rely on your faith as did your grandmother and your mother. 
  Guard the faith that is already yours, and rest secure 
   in the presence of the Christ in you." 
Timothy doesn’t even have to guard his store of faith without help. 
 Paul tells him to guard it with the “help of the Holy Spirit living in us.” 
 
Well okay, but how do we manage that? 
 How do we rely on the faith that is in us,  
  the faith that brings us into this room? 
In one sense, of course, that is the lesson of a lifetime, 
 but I can suggest one way. 
 
I think I told once before about the time a few years ago 
 that my son Tucker built a boat. 
Or tried to build a boat until he called to tell us 
 he'd had a really terrible day. 
He had gone into the garage where he stores his wood to find it damaged. 
 He had not been able to work on the boat for about six weeks, 
  and in the meantime the moisture in the garage  
   had done something irreparable. 
He has put a hundred hours or more into this first ever attempt, 
 and he was, to put it mildly, miserable. 
Because he works in the universe of computers, 
 he went on line to vent his woe, spilling all his frustration 
  on a wooden boat site where he has gone for advice before. 
Within a few hours he was receiving all kinds of comfort. 
 The replies were of the same variety, mostly from retired men 
  who sympathized, then told him their own disaster stories 
   about their first boat-building attempts, even praising 
    him for doing this while working a full-time job. 
Suddenly Tucker was no longer miserable, he was part of a community, 
 a wise community of people who understood 
  and who could reassure him that his disaster was not without meaning. 
   Because all of them failed on their first and often the second attempt, 
    and all of them said they had learned things 
     they could not have learned any other way. 
That is why as he told us on the phone about his "horrible day" 
 he did not sound down, or even very unhappy,  
  only tired and a little resigned. 
Since he is used to his mother being overly theological, 
 I asked him if it was fair to say that 
   community made the difference between peace and despair. 
   "There is no doubt about it," he said. 
The stories, the recognition, the consolation  
 of a community of boat builders 
  had turned miserable into memorable, and failure into 
   a determined peace and the desire to start again. 
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Peace, well-being, does not come from the absence of conflict, 
 or from having or doing enough good or right things. 
  It isn’t even dependent upon freedom from a certain amount 
   of external chaos and mess. 
It comes with a little faith, the support of a compassionate community, 
 and a lot of reliance upon the God who 
  wants nothing less for us  
   than the deep disposition of the heart called peace. AMEN. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Roberta Bondi, To Love As God Loves. 
ii The Reverend Dan Scott, "Are We Still Passing the Peace," from the Chasing Francis series, found online at  
http://www.christchurchnashville.org/2012/06/are‐we‐still‐passing‐peace‐chasing‐francis‐series/ 

                                                            


