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Faith Pushes Back

Earlier this week the Courtyard Marriott Hotel--the one right here on Gallows Road--graciously invited local business people to a free lunch of pulled pork sandwiches, coleslaw, baked beans, and root beer. It was an old-fashioned goodwill community outreach event which of course was also intended to establish new business relationships and secure old ones. Holy Cross was invited, and a few of us went. During lunch, the hotel’s community liaison, an attractive young woman, came over to our table and like a good host gave us some attention. She was explaining the benefits for our parishioners of having the hotel so nearby (which I do commend to you--we’re working on a special Holy Cross rate). Just as I was beginning to lose interest as she explained the details, she said something that caught my attention: “And when you have VIP members visit the church, just let me know and we’ll take special care of them.”

She said it as an off-handed comment, an appeal to this new special business relationship we were starting. But before I could stop myself I heard myself say: “In the church everybody is a VIP member.” Awkward pause, she recovered with a giggle, and continued. 

I don’t know about you, but recently I’ve been noticing the distinct differences between the assumptions our culture makes about who we are and what we’re on earth to do, and the way God asks us to live, how God asks us to see ourselves and the world. An economy in which the seemingly harmless concept of VIP exists, or in which some pigs are more equal than others as George Orwell put it, is not the economy Jesus had in mind when he proclaimed God’s kingdom--and it is not the economy we practice in the church. This puts the Christian person and the Christian community in tension with our surroundings--it causes us to rub against the prevailing culture. Maybe you’ve felt it when you’ve tried to say grace in a public restaurant, or when your child’s sports activities fall on a Sunday morning, or simply when a friend asks why on earth you give your precious time and resources to such an outdated form of community life. On a larger scale, maybe you’ve heard people wonder aloud why that Amish Christian community in Pennsylvania forgave the killer of all those Amish schoolchildren; or how come the Christian communities were the first to respond to Hurricane Katrina’s devastation--whether the survivors were Christian or not. Issuing forgiveness to a killer, and care for strangers--how different!

When Jesus speaks to his disciples in today’s gospel, he teaches a message that he knows is different from the message of the prevailing culture. He knows that parts of it will rub against culture and cause himself and his hearers to live in tension with it. He’s just taught them that if the same person sins against you seven times in a day, and turns back to you seven times in repentance, you must forgive them every time. And it’s no surprise that in response the disciples make a desperate plea for the faith to do this: “Lord, increase our faith!”

The disciples are no dummies--they know how they would normally respond and how their friends and family members would normally respond: To forgive a seven-times-a-day sinner even if he or she is sorry each time? Who does that?! It’s a recipe to be manipulated, used, hurt. So they beg “Lord, increase our faith!” The assumption is of course, “We can’t do it because we don’t yet have enough.” 

The early disciples are so much like us in that they suffered from chronic low spiritual self-esteem. The Christian tradition has in some ways done them a disservice by making them seem extraordinary (“Saint such-and-such with a halo around his head…): truth is they were clueless, scared, and they never thought they had enough to do God’s work--never enough food to feed the thousands, never enough money to give the poor, never enough time or energy to love their neighbors much less their enemies--and right here, something much more personal, not enough faith to live by God’s standard.

The disciples lived in a culture of scarcity, and Jesus warns them to resist it. Don’t be duped by the myth that you are not enough of a person, not enough as a Christian, not enough as a church--that you do not have what it takes to live by God’s standards. All the faith you need, Jesus says, is the amount the size of a seed of mustard--when you eat your Grey Poupon Country Mustard it’s the size of one of those tiny kernels of mustard. The Greek could be translated “If you had faith [and you do],” you could change the world. His point is that God has already given them the faith they need to live by God’s expectations instead of the world’s assumptions; they just need to use what they have in confidence. 

I love how the Apostle Paul says this to his friend Timothy: “Rekindle the gift of God that is already within you” he says, meaning the gift of faith. “For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice or timidity, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.” We already have what you need to live the different kind of life Jesus asks of us--we can just use what we’ve been given!

That’s the first part of this gospel passage: We are so often pushed into thinking we are not enough as Christian people, or that we don’t have enough to be God’s different kind of people living in the world, but faith pushes back.

The second part of this passage is a bit more ominous: “Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from plowing or tending seep in the field, ‘Come here at once and take your place at the table?’ Would 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?’ Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 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.’”

As American hearers our ears are sensitive to the violence of slavery that has defined so much of our history, and we need to be mindful of how much that affects the way we interpret Scripture. We need to wade through our revulsion either of being a demanding slave owner or of being a slave in the sense that our history has defined it. And there is disappointment too that Jesus did not take this opportunity to denounce the institution of slavery as inherently morally corrupt.

But something else is going on here too, and I think it is worth our attention. This saying is in the context of Jesus teaching his disciples (read the church) how to live differently than the rest of the world, how to live by God’s different standards instead of by the world’s assumptions. He has identified two insidious dangers that threaten to creep inside the minds and hearts of his followers and cripple them. The first is the myth of scarcity--that we don’t and won’t have enough to do what God asks. Faith pushes back by empowering us to live by God’s different standards. 

This second threat is what happens when you’ve been working hard--in the office, at church, at home--and you start to feel entitled to special treatment. You begin to wonder if maybe you’ve been working harder than somebody else? Or surely you’re more exhausted than the person next to you. And so the resentment builds against others, the feeling that it’s you against the world takes root, and pretty soon you’re angry all the time, or just caught up in feeling so sorry for yourself--because you’re different, you’ve worked harder dammit, and you deserve more than what you’re getting.

And here’s how it translates in the Christian life: “I’ve been doing all this work so I don’t have to love my neighbor, don’t have to love my enemy. I’ve been working hard, so I don’t have to welcome the stranger today, I don’t have to be generous with what I have.” 

Jesus knew the threat of burnout especially in the Christian life, and interestingly enough the self-care food he prescribes is some humble pie. You are not the center of the universe, God is. The master we serve was himself a servant to everybody. And for all the hard work of loving and giving, you have not yet suffered to the point of shedding your blood. “Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners, so that you may not grow weary or lose heart. In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.”

Against the forces that push us to self-centered entitlement, our faith pushes back.

In Luke’s gospel we cannot forget that as he teaches, Jesus and his disciples are on a journey to Jerusalem and the Cross. They travel the journey of faith. On it Jesus leads them from resentment to gratitude, from entitlement to generosity, and from scarcity to abundance. This is our journey too.
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