
Living the Alternatives 

A sermon preached by Rev. John Miller at BNUC, Surrey, BC October 6, 2013  
Luke 17:5-10 20th Sunday After Pentecost - Year C/2013 

Page 1 

The disciples wanted more faith. Jesus offers, what appears to be, a 

smart aleck answer. "If you had faith as a grain of mustard seed, 

you could tell that mulberry tree to move over, and it would do it. 

In other gospels Jesus says that with even a little faith we can 

move mountains. 

 

Really! Can anyone take Jesus seriously? Does any believer truly 

think that if he or she had enough faith, mountains could be coaxed 

into leaping around like lambs or trees taken for a stroll?  

 

Perhaps he is challenging our assumptions about faith. Faith does 

not have to do with God, heaven, or anything else spiritual. (Oops! 

Did I say that?) On the contrary, faith changes the landscape of 

this world. It is not a passport to heaven nor is it a belief about 

God. Faith is not even belief in God. Rather, it is a new 

understanding of the way this world can be. Faith sees with 

amazing clarity a reality that others do not yet see and as a result it 

can move mountains and transplant trees. 

 

It is said that one time Michelangelo attracted a crowd of 

spectators as he worked. One child in particular was fascinated by 

the sight of chips flying and the sound of mallet on chisel as the 

master shaped a large block of white marble. Unable to contain her 

curiosity, the little girl inquired, "What are you making?"  

 

Pausing, he replied, "There is an angel in there and I must set it 

free." 

 

Faith is seeing the new reality and working to set it free. It is 

seeing the reality of God's kingdom and working with God to 

create the new heaven and earth. 
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When Jesus insisted, "My kingdom is not of this world," we 

assumed he was talking about heaven. What if however faith is not 

about heaven but rather a radically imaginative approach to this 

life? 

 

Consider, for example, his perception of Zacchaeus, the despised 

tax collector, who made his living by cheating everyone. When 

Jesus came to town, Zacchaeus, being very short of stature, 

decided to climb a tree for a better look. Jesus noticed him out on 

his limb. What should he, as Messiah do? "Try to change 

Zacchaeus?" The townspeople would have insisted, "You might as 

well try to turn stones into bread." Those things just do not happen. 

The options, therefore, were quite clear: 

 

1. Scold Zacchaeus for being a sinner. 

 

2. Ignore Zacchaeus because to recognize him in any way 

gives tacit support to his dishonest dealings. 

 

3. Laugh at Zacchaeus. He is, after all, a ridiculous spectacle: 

up there in a tree. 

 

But Jesus selects another option: (4) "None of the above." He 

asks Zacchaeus to come down from the tree and invites himself to 

Zacchaeus' house for dinner and conversation. The next day the 

story is flying around town. "Zacchaeus is a changed man. OMG - 

He's not only giving back what he's stolen, but he's giving it back 

four times over!" 
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Or when faced with the dilemma of 5,000 hungry people late in the 

day, his disciples came to him with the question, "What shall we 

do?" 

 

Jesus said, "There's another option, (4), 'None of the above.' We 

will bless what we have and feed them now. We will work with 

what we have and multiply it." 

 

Faith invites us to live with a God who consistently offers other 

options than those seen by the authorities and power brokers of this 

world. To those who think that all the categories of life are fixed 

and the world is a closed system in which there are no surprises, 

the gospel comes as good news. Faith in Christ brings unexpected 

alternatives into such an unimaginative world. 

 

So Jesus comes to the poor who have long since learned that they 

have been born poor, they are poor, and they will die poor. Society 

has defined their possibilities as nil. But Jesus says, "None of the 

above. Blessed are the poor." And to the meek who know their 

place in the social pecking order, Jesus turns their understanding of 

life on its ear by declaring, "Blessed are the meek, for they shall 

inherit the earth (Matthew 5:5)."  
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To the rich who buy and sell whatever they please, who gather for 

cocktails at the country club while they benefit from the work of 

others, those who have life under control and know how much is in 

their pension fund for a secure retirement, Jesus levels the block-

buster, "It will be more difficult for you to make it into the kingdom 

of heaven than for a camel to get through a needle's eye!” (cf. Matthew 

19:24)  

 

To visualize what is not is a uniquely human possibility. Jesus 

gives us permission to be in this world, but not of it; not defined by 

its options, nor bound by its alternatives. Human responsibility - 

stewardship, if you will - for our planet and our individual lives 

rests on our capacity for envisioning alternative possibilities to 

existing realities. That is why it is crucial to be intentional about 

what we visualize. We are always imagining a future of some sort 

and letting our lives be shaped by the vision. Faith seeks to fulfill 

its own prophecy. If we believe that we can be well, our bodies 

begin to shape themselves around the new vision of health. If we 

believe that nuclear suicide is inevitable, we and our government, 

begin consciously or unconsciously, to speed up the process. Faith 

is simply living as though this is true or that is possible. The object 

of faith may be a variable, but faith itself, is a unique attribute 

indigenous to the human enterprise. Faith, in the sense that Jesus 

spoke of it with his disciples, is simply envisioning and practicing 

an alternative future. It is daring to risk living by a new vision. 

 

One of the difficulties we encounter in trying to deal with the 

issues facing our country and the world - unemployment, poverty, 

justice and civil rights, and disarmament, to name only a few - is 

the paralysis that grips our society. We are overwhelmed and 

therefore, immobilized by the magnitude of the issues and we fail 

to dream in faith. 
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In the face of such hopelessness, the church must call for a miracle 

of faith. Nothing else can save us. Nothing else can break the 

bonds of fear and futility. It does not have to be much faith, says 

Jesus, only a mustard seed size, but it does have to be new. Faith is 

a new vision. 

 

If mainline churches are languishing today perhaps it is because we 

have no vision that grips the imagination; one that is compelling 

enough to command our allegiance and channel our energies. The 

Old Testament prophets proclaimed the word of the Lord with the 

wind in their beards and fire in their eyes, convinced that without a 

vision, the people perish. 

 

When Ezekiel sat in the valley of dried bones contemplating the 

future of his people, he saw no hope. It was as if the Jewish people 

had been scattered like so many bones lying bleached in the sun. 

Not only were they dead, they were scattered. The situation was 

quite hopeless. In precisely that unlikely cradle however, faith was 

born. The Word of the Lord came to Ezekiel bringing with it a new 

vision of the possible. "Behold!" God declared, "I will cause 

breath to enter these bones and they shall live. They shall be joined 

together and stand before me." (Ezekiel 37:1-14) In the face of such a 

vision, his feelings of inadequacy and powerlessness were simply 

luxuries Ezekiel could not afford. 

 

The illustration Jesus gives us makes it clear that any alternative 

vision can reshape the world, even if it is as small as a grain of 

mustard seed. To crumble the concrete highway down which our 

world sweeps with suicidal speed, is to plant the seed of an 

alternative vision right beside it. In time, the seed will sprout and 

grow into a mighty tree; its roots reaching and expanding under the 

road. Eventually the cement will crack and give way to the vitality 

of its life. 
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The promise of life contained in that tiny seed is the ground of our 

hope. It is also a threat because its vitality challenges the powers of 

death. It calls on reserves of imagination that see beyond what is 

and its vision threatens to disrupt the status quo. 

 

Faith, in any amount - even as small as a mustard seed - has 

incredible potential because it grips the imagination and calls forth 

a vision of new possibilities which can destroy the old.  

 

Yet, it is the hope of the world. For believers living in, but not of, 

this world, faith in Christ enables them to see his vision of God's 

kingdom and begin to think in alternative terms and dare to live in 

a new reality; the reality of a new heaven and a new earth.  

 

I wonder, what new visions does God have for BNUC?  


