Whose Faith?

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ.  Amen.  

“If you had faith the size of a mustard seed,” Jesus tells us, “you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.”  This is a puzzling saying.  For when was the last time you saw something the size of a mustard seed uproot and replant something the size of a mulberry tree—into the sea of all places?  Maybe a crew of construction workers operating heavy machinery could do the job.  But nothing the size of a mustard seed seems capable of uprooting and replanting a mulberry tree.  Unless there’s something more to what Jesus means by the word “faith.”  
The word “faith” is a familiar word.  We hear it a lot.  There’d be no church without it.  We wouldn’t be gathered here today without it.  But what is it?  What is faith?  And whose faith are we talking about?  

The saying, “faith like a mustard seed,” actually fits into the larger story of Jesus himself: the story of his life, death, and resurrection.  It’s the larger story of Jesus that reveals his faith to us.  All throughout the gospel story, faith is Jesus trusting God with his life no matter what.  Again, that’s trusting God with his life no matter what.
Later in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus utters a prayer of faith before he’s betrayed and crucified: “Father,” he prays, “if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done.”  So there Jesus goes: trusting God with his life, no matter what.  Later, while Jesus is hanging on the cross, his faith moves him to call upon God’s forgiveness: “Father, forgive them; for do not know what they are doing.”  Jesus prays that God forgive the very people who didn’t believe he was the Son of God, who thought he didn’t make any sense, who falsely accused him, who had him nailed to a cross, and who left him there to hang and die.  
And after all of that, God still proved worthy of Jesus’ trust: in no better way than by raising him from the dead.  By raising Jesus from the dead, God also proved willing to forgive those for whom Jesus prayed.  Those who had misunderstood, ridiculed, and rejected God’s own Son.  
When it comes down to it then, you can’t even measure how much God forgives or how much Jesus trusts his Father God.  You can’t even measure the faith of Jesus.  It’s more than we can measure.  So much so that receiving even a tiny mustard seed of Jesus’ faith would forever change our lives.
At the time of the prophet Habakkuk (who wrote our Old Testament reading for today), even a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith was hard to come by.  Habakkuk was writing just before the greatest and most terrible empire, Babylon, invaded the much smaller city of Jerusalem.  As far as Jerusalem was concerned, God was not to be trusted.  The God of Israel seemed to have checked out rather than stand up against Babylon.  With defeat on the horizon, Jerusalem lost hope in its future with God.  What was there left to do but give up on God?  
We also face temptation to give up on God.  When the Babylons of life surround, invade, and threaten to destroy our lives.  Oh yes, there are times in our lives when even a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith is hard to come by.  
I experienced such a time while working at a homeless shelter in Minneapolis.  I was working with a woman who stayed at the shelter.  I found out that she had been forced again and again to flee situations of abuse.  She couldn’t bring herself to trust anyone, even those dedicated to help her find a job and a place to live.  She didn’t know whom she could trust.  So she moved around, living in her car, until it got so cold outside that she couldn’t stand it.  Then she’d go to shelters or find someone else to stay with.  She could never be sure of being safe.  Yet she would burst into my office and start praying like the prophet Habakkuk in our reading for today.  Crying out to God: “O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen?  Or cry to you ‘Violence!’ and you will not save?”  
Another time when even a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith was hard to come by, I was at a nearby nursing home.  I met a woman who suffered memory loss.  It was as though her memory had been taken away from her and was no longer her own.  She had been a faithful member of the church, which she had served actively and joyfully.  She was still that same woman.  Only now with great frustration, she struggled to remember what had brought her joy.  Try as she might, she couldn’t remember.  Her mind was occupied with the next meal, the next medical procedure, the next visitor.  Both the pain on her face and the silence on her lips told me she couldn’t remember—couldn’t remember the joy of being part of the church.  “How long, O LORD?” was her silent cry.
As I got to know both women over time, I discovered something truly wonderful.  I discovered that God had indeed given both of them a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith.  The woman, who fled abuse by living in her car, taught me that praying, “How long, O LORD?” is actually a cry of faith.  Like the prophet Habakkuk, crying out to God helped remind her of God’s promise to be with her.  She ended her prayers, not hopelessly burdened, but heaving a huge sigh of relief.  Her relief came from a renewed trust in God as well as a renewed trust in people whom God placed in her life to help her find a job and a place to live.  
The other women’s faith was renewed, not by remembering what she had forgotten, but by singing her faith.  Despite being frustrated by her slipping memory, she led me in multiple choruses of “Jesus Loves Me” as I sat with her.  While her face lit up with joy and continued to beam, she sang of her Savior’s love for her, and trusted that, after all, she belonged to Jesus.  
Both women—it turned out—did not give up on God because God had not given up on them.  For both women, for the prophet Habakkuk, and for our Lord Jesus, God had proven trustworthy.  When even a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith is hard for us to come by, brothers and sisters, God is still trustworthy.  As we cry out or sing our faith with one another, we affirm that God is still trustworthy.  That God is trustworthy is finally enough for us to go on, because that’s all that Jesus went on.  Thanks be to God for providing us just a mustard seed of Jesus’ faith.  Amen. 
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