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Ordinary Slaves

“The apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’” and Jesus replies with this crazy image where he says if we have faith the size of a mustard seed we could cause a mulberry tree to uproot itself and be transplanted in the sea.  The last I heard mulberry trees don’t grow in the ocean, they don’t move from one place to another and they ordinarily don’t respond to human command.  They just sit there, leaf out in the spring and bear berries in midsummer that the birds feast on for a time.  And all of these impossible things get set in motion by a mustard-seed-sized portion of faith.  What would happen if we had a coconut-sized portion of faith?  That’s almost scary.  What was Jesus talking about? 
Are the disciples saying, increase our faith, increase our desire to follow you?  We have a motivation problem.  We don’t have a vision that attracts us with enough vitality to get us moving.  Could you please give us a booster shot of your energy?  Maybe some faith vitamins!    
Jesus’ response almost makes fun of them.  They want more desire to get up and go and he tells them if they had an amount of desire equal to a mustard seed they could do things they thought impossible.  He doesn’t build them up, he tears them down.  They are claiming they need more and he tells them if they had the tiniest bit they will have plenty.   Since they are apostles already it’s clear they have more than a mustard seed sized faith now.  What is Jesus saying here?
And then in the next paragraph he brings up this slave image and seems to imply they are slaves.  Slave images put me off.  I don’t identify with this slave who comes home from plowing the field bone-tired and his owner with no mercy, compassion or empathy says, “I don’t care how tired you are—wait on me.  You can eat later.”  
In response to their request for an increased faith, an increased desire to live as his followers; Jesus tells them to do what they are supposed to; stop bellyaching and don’t expect any big “thank yous” and then you will have more faith.  Conviction comes after doing things, not before.  Am I getting this right?  Can that be what the text is saying?    

Know your place—that you are slaves—and do what slaves do and you will discover you can do more than you ever dreamed possible.   Does this apply to us at Clarkes?  Does it mean that if we will act like slaves instead of masters and faithfully perform what we are supposed to do we will discover we are capable of doing that which we thought we could not?  Jesus seems to be starting with having an awareness of our place as subordinates.  You are slaves, not independent contractors.  
Is there any peace in being subordinate?  When it’s clear who’s in charge and clear on what the one who’s in charge wants; does that make life easier?  When we submit to an authority outside ourselves we are not in rivalry with each other because the instruction comes from that which is above us all.  When we are all slaves and doing what we are supposed to do we can work together and accomplish things we thought impossible.  
Yes, it is true, when willful people with distorted values assume positions of dictatorial power; terrible things have been done on this earth.  But what if the one in charge is God, and this God is Jesus’ Abba; the God revealed by Jesus as full of compassion, grace, mercy and forgiveness?  If this is the God who owns us and asks us to do his will, can it be that bad?
Those closest to Jesus want to know how they can increase their desire to follow him.  Jesus’ answer stuns them.  It slaps them with images that befuddle their thinking.  Their request comes from a place of self-assertion and assumes that it’s Jesus’ responsibility to make them believe more and if they believe more they will do more.  It all comes from them and they are in charge.
No, they don’t need to believe more, they need to act on what they already believe.  They already have faith larger than a mustard seed.  Do something with it and be surprised.  This desire you want more of doesn’t come from inside, it comes from the One you decide to follow.  If you are apostles you already know who you follow.  Act on it.  If you are a slave and know you are a slave, do what a slave does.  Put on your apron, prepare the food and set the table.  You will eat later.  This is not about you.  There is something much bigger going on here and you get to participate in it.    
I had a delightful conversation this week with one of my Clarkes Church people.  I am sharing this story with her permission.  Marilyn is 79 years old and lives in a shack 16’ by 36” in the hills south of the Clarkes Church.  By most accounts she has had a hard life but she doesn’t consider it so though she does say that “everyone gets their bucket of poop” as she puts it.  Recently she has been unable to come to church because she hasn’t been able to muster the energy.  Upon checking out her medical situation she has discovered she has multiply melanoma and the doctors don’t give her a good prognosis.  She has decided to not seek rigorous medical treatment knowing that she may have two months or maybe ten years.   But she’s OK, she knows she is in God’s hands and all will be well.  Besides, you have to die sometime and she has already lived 79 wonderful years.  We talked on the phone together for 45 minutes and I wished I could have recorded it.  You would love to hear the various ways she proclaimed and claimed her faith in a God who is gentle, revealed in sunsets and music, and an angel on her shoulder who whispers in her ear.  Here is a woman who has learned how to release her life into the hands of God and though she still feels sorrow and grief she also sings and exudes joy.  Being a slave of Jesus’ Abba isn’t all that bad.
“Increase our faith” is the wrong request.  It assumes that faith and desire come from inside us and must be pumped up.  But desire comes from whom we follow and is a gift.  If we have the tiniest bit of desire to follow this Jesus character, and we act on it, we will be astonished at what happens.  Things will happen that we thought impossible.  Mulberry trees will take root in restless waters, life will appear in places we thought dead, immovable things will move; inhospitable places will become hospitable, transformations will happen that defy logic and rational thought.  Consider the effect the Pope has had since he became pope.
But it all starts with the peace of knowing our place.  We are not commander-in-chiefs negotiating over whose vision will shape our actions.  We are servants; no lower than that, we are “slaves.”  But it is a slavery we voluntarily chose for God will not coerce or indenture us.  We chose to be God’s slaves because we know that we will make a mess of things.  When we function on our own we enslave each other and ourselves.  Our random and fickle desires drive us, disperse us, put us each against the other, and shatter our peace.  Our desires carve up our lives and put us at each other’s throats.  We lose the capacity to work together and only gain temporary harmony when we cast one of us to the wolves—a sacrifice Jesus came to expose.
Humility, knowing our place, acknowledging the unruly desires that run us has us saying “we are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done.”  Jesus is not saying we are worthless slaves.  He doesn’t believe that.  No, the text says “say we are worthless slaves.”  It is the dialogue we have with ourselves that is important and we need to get ourselves out of the middle so there is room for the One capable of surprising us.  When we are the center it messes everything up.  Perhaps NT Wright offers a softer translation.  He puts it this way, “When you’ve done everything you’re told, say this:  ‘We’re just ordinary slaves.  All we’ve done is what we were supposed to do.”   With our graceful God in charge, we are ordinary slaves doing what we are supposed to do and that is quite good enough.  Amen.  
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