The Welcome of God: A Reason for Faith
Luke 17:5-10
Ivory Harlow serves coffee at a counter-style diner in Texas. There she often sees a look of isolation in her customers’ eyes. They come in the front door, wander to the counter, pick up the menu, and look around the diner for something they can’t short-order: a connection.

In an age of online chat, online shopping, and even online school, Ivory isn’t surprised that people come into the diner starving for human connection. Most of her customers can remember a time when the milkman came to their front door. As she serves up their eggs and bacon, they offer updates on their grandchildren and ask about the happenings in her life.


One day as she walked to the back of the diner to pass around a fresh pot of coffee, Ivory noticed a woman who’d been sitting in a corner booth for at least three hours.


The woman asked how much just one breakfast taco would cost. Ivory said she didn’t know because she’d never served just one by itself.

Going back to the kitchen Ivory thought about the woman’s rotted teeth and tired eyes and how she’d consumed enough caffeine for three people already. Ivory came back and offered the woman a free pancake breakfast—fibbing that it was left over from an order she’d messed up earlier.
After finishing the pancakes, the woman asked to borrow bus fare and promised to pay it back. Ivory handed over tip money from her apron pocket. The woman smiled a ragged grin on her way out the front door.

Three weeks later the woman returned with Ivory’s two dollars. She’d gotten a job and a friend’s couch to sleep on. She even offered to buy Ivory breakfast on her break.
It’s this kind of thing that gets Ivory wondering if something as simple as a short stack of pancakes can bring about a small shift in society. Or to take it even further: Can one act of friendliness start to generate peace?
Ivory believes it can. She sees peace beginning with one person but then spreading like warmed syrup. When she connects with her neighbors, they return it in kind.

So Ivory believes in friendliness and an open ear. For her, it starts with making eye contact when she pours coffee and asks her customers, “How you doing?” and then listens to their answer.


Ivory sees it as her job to take care of customers at the counter in a small Texas diner. But she also believes we’re all in this world to take care of each other.


When we look at all the problems in the world, Ivory’s faith in small acts may seem naïve. How can asking about someone’s life while pouring coffee make a difference in the face of the massive financial debt that hovers over our nation? How can giving away a stack of pancakes change things at a time when it seems that all of our systems—from education to politics to the military—are in crisis? The kind of faith in which Ivory puts her stock seems like a tiny seed when what we need is an entire forest.


But somehow I think Jesus would’ve liked Ivory Harlow’s approach to faith. It’s not that Jesus didn’t get how difficult the world can be. He deeply understood the brokenness, the obstacles, the pain, the indifference that can characterize much of life. But he also lived and taught out of a deep belief that there’s something that can outweigh all of that.


And that something is faith. Faith—not as something that requires us to be good enough. Not as something we can earn. Not as something we need to do better than everyone else.


When Jesus’ disciples ask for more faith, he tries to help them understand what faith is really about. Now we might hear a biting tone in Jesus’ response to the disciples: “Well, if you just had faith the size of a mustard seed . .  and, by the way, you don’t.” But maybe we can hear his response in a different way. Maybe we can hear Jesus say: “It just takes a tiny seed of faith . . . and you already have that.” Then Jesus adds, “Now put that faith into action.”


Over and over in Luke’s gospel Jesus teaches about the reign of God. He reminds his followers that God’s reign doesn’t depend on our being perfect or wait until we figure out how to be more righteous—or at least more righteous than other folks.


God’s reign is breaking into our world—sometimes more slowly than we or God might like—but it is breaking in. And even the tiniest of seeds can make enough space for faith to penetrate the walls of our heart and allow us to do seemingly impossible things.


And Jesus’ disciples must have felt that he was asking them to do the impossible. Just before our reading—in which the disciples ask Jesus to increase their faith—he’s called them to do something they must have been sure they couldn’t do.


Jesus tells the disciples that while we all stumble from time to time, they’re never to do anything that would cause someone else to stumble. He also tells them to forgive others. But this isn’t just any forgiveness. Jesus says, “If a person sins against you seven times a day and turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.” Seven times a day? Really?


No wonder the disciples ask for more faith. They know themselves—just like we know ourselves. And they recognize that they simply aren’t good enough or strong enough or deep enough to do what Jesus is asking.

But Jesus tells them that they don’t need more faith, they just need to use the faith they already have. That faith is a gift that connects them with God. And it’s that connection—not their own power—that makes the seemingly impossible possible.
 
I don’t know about you, but I empathize with the disciples. On most days I would love to have some type of magic wand I could wave and remove all the walls and obstacles that seem to get in the way. Or I would love to have an easy-to-follow manual that shows seven easy steps for changing the world—or, at least, my own life.

But that’s not what Jesus offers. Instead he offers the gift of faith. A gift that connects us with God’s power—a power that enables us to plant seeds in unlikely places and with unlikely results.

But perhaps the gift of faith also connects us with something more. Perhaps it connects us with God’s heart. And through that connection we experience a welcome, an acceptance, a home that is so deep and sure that our hearts are transformed. And through that transformation we begin to see ourselves and our world in a totally new way.

We see potential where we never did before. And not because of how good or how special we are or should be, but because we recognize that God’s reign really is breaking in all around us and that we can help it break in—even one tiny seed at a time.

In a world broken by so much war and hatred and prejudice and poverty and disease, our tiny seeds of faith can make a difference. Those seeds can help us imagine the world through God’s heart. They can help us identify small things we can do to help change seemingly impossible situations. They can help us believe that transformation—both ours and the world’s—is possible one tiny step at a time.

I recently reread To Kill a Mockingbird, which is now in its fiftieth year of publication. At one point in the novel, a group of white men come at night and surround the jail where Tom, an African-American wrongly accused of a crime, is being held. These men have become a mob. They don’t see Tom as another human being, but only as the enemy. They’re blinded by hate and prejudice and rage.

Also there that night is Scout, the young girl at the center of the novel. Scout’s father tells her to run home, but she doesn’t leave. Instead she sees a tiny possibility.

Scout looks at one of the men in the mob and says, “Hey, Mister Cunningham, don’t you remember me? I go to school with Walter. He’s your boy, ain’t he? We brought him home for dinner one time. Tell your boy ‘hey’ for me, will you?”

There’s a long pause. Then the big man steps out from the mob, squats down, takes Scout by her shoulders, and says, “I’ll tell him you said ‘hey,’ little lady.” With that, he and the rest of the men walk away.

In the face of a seemingly impossible situation, Scout offers a tiny seed of faith. Faith that people and the world can be different. Faith that she can help bring about that change.


When we ask for more faith. Jesus reminds us that we already have enough. It’s up to us how to use it. Amen.
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