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Commit your way to the Lord: trust in him, and he will act. Ps 37:5 

 

I worked in the trades as a carpenter for much of my adult life. On any workday  
I accomplished things and relied on others in faith. For instance, if you are the one 
responsible for setting the ladders, everyone else is going to be counting on your 
ability to do that in a safe and secure way. If there is any kind of staging involved on  
a job everyone is going to use that staging having faith that it is safe. After many years 
I had some tools that were quite old, but I continued to use them because somehow, 
they had remained faithful to me and I could count on them. They seem to fit in my 
hands in a way no other would ever fit. There are countless ways in ordinary life that 
we experience faith that are not religious in nature but that have the same significance 
and weight. 

There is another way many of us experience faith that is actually more like a habit.  
We come to count on things remaining as they are because they suit our particular 
needs. Finding a favorite product in a particular store, A regular shortcut or cut 
through makes our driving pattern easier. Or shared household tasks aren’t actually 
shared but always done by the same person. We have faith that we will arrive at the 
expected outcomes after following a familiar pattern. 

The disciples demand of their Lord, “Increase our faith.” Jesus tells them that even 
with the smallest imaginable amount of faith, they will accomplish the most unlikely 
outcomes. He uses the example of a mulberry tree being uprooted and planted in the 
sea. This almost qualifies as a surrealist image. We can however imagine it and it sets 
a scale of possibility that exceeds ordinary expectation. But this demand shows that 
the disciples are still approaching the practice of faith as though it was an aspect of 
certitude. To me certitude is the opposite of faith. Certitude can be the fantasy goal of 
despots and dictators. Scientists know that certitude has limits, that knowledge has 
limits. Only those who imagine they can attain absolute control over outcomes pursue 
this fantasy of certitude. 

The last part of our gospel reading invokes the same master/servant paradigm that 
Jonathon detailed in his sermon on the shrewd manager. Here again the master is 
God and the servant is Israel or even particularly the disciples. In this reading Jesus 
could seem to be bringing a harder edge but the ultimate meaning is about the 
obedience we owe to God. Fulfilling God’s commandments is our duty. Doing our duty 
has no further purchase for us beyond our own happiness. One who manages to obey 
all the commandments will proceed a long way towards happiness and personal 
fulfillment, which is their purpose. Obedience is its own fulfillment and paradoxically 
it is the beginning of freedom. 

  



What lies beyond our obedience, our duty? One of our duties, loving God and loving 
neighbor depends on noticing God and our neighbor. Not so easy, because they often 
only become visible in small things, in small changes. Perhaps this is why Jesus uses 
the image of the grain of mustard to describe faith.  Ultimately faith leads us more and 
more to encounter the unexpected. When we encounter the unexpected it becomes 
necessary at times to naught oneself, to make choices that are more other oriented. 
Someone falls ill. Someone gets caught in a bind and needs your help. Your timely 
response might require that you set aside your plans temporarily and go to their aid. 
Maybe your plans included going to a Steelers game or a concert at the Heinz. 
Sometimes these decisions are not easy. 

The basic building block of Christian life or as Michael Curry might say, of becoming  
a Jesus person is practicing the arduous process of naughting the self or limiting the 
self.  It isn’t that we can’t have or pursue personal preferences. We just learn to be 
ready to see them as secondary to some other choice. This practice is important 
because it makes you more available and more flexible for obedience. This is the basis 
of all spiritual progress and it is impossible to engage alone. Spiritual progress 
requires having honest relations with others who can help you see and know yourself 
and your motives    

In the beginning it is necessary to obey oneself. In any discipline like exercise,  
healthy eating or prayer; you have to do what you promised yourself you wanted to do. 
Sometimes to accomplish this we need a guide, a partner, or a group of partners, 
counselors who hold themselves and us accountable.  In this relationship we learn  
to practice trust and how to extend personal obedience to our guide or guides.  
Most guides are not going to order you to do one thing or another. Often they help us 
clarify the questions we are asking. We still have to wrestle with the answers or lack 
thereof. Finally, with enough practice and the guide’s continuing help, this trust and 
obedience leads to resting in God’s will for you, known or unknown. 

Not everyone will want to advance in the sphere of spiritual progress. Not everyone will 
pursue ballet or want to be a place kicker on a professional football team or a chef or 
the dean of a university.  But I can guarantee you that you won’t get to any of these 
kinds of goals by doing only what is your duty. Then there are the graces and gifts that 
have to be given.  

The divine fact is that you are created to be only what you can be. In that there is no 
real competition, only desire. The desire to be what and who you were created to be. 
This is why faith and obedience are essential. There is nothing to which and no one to 
whom you can be compared. You are perpetually poised at an advantage and beyond 
the measure of anything known. It is an awesome responsibility and at the same time 
an unbearable burden until you recognize that you are working for the biggest 
contractor in the universe. 


