
Sermon for October 2, 2022   St. James, St. Mary’s  

Luke 17:5 (The Mustard Seed) 

Back in the 1960's a meteorologist by the name of Lorenz proposed what he 

named Chaos Theory. Chaos Theory holds that no matter how complex a system 

is, the slightest change in its initial conditions can have far-reaching effects, 

ultimately changing that system dynamically. Lorenz first observed and proposed 

the theory when he was running computer projections for weather 

measurements. He found that when he entered even the slightest numerical 

difference into his equations, the resulting outcomes were drastically and 

dramatically changed. Ultimately in 1972 he wrote a scientific paper which was 

called “Predictability: Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s Wings in Brazil set off a 

Tornado in Texas?”  Out of this emerged the expression, “the butterfly effect” - a 

movie made in 2004 borrowed the phrase for its title – and this has become a bit 

of a catch-phrase in the world of Chaos Theory thanks to Lorenz and his work.  

So, the meat of the theory proposes that a seemingly inconsequential action in 

one part of the world (like the flap of a butterfly’s wings) may have significant 

consequences in some other part of the world. On the surface, the two actions 

don’t necessarily seem to relate to each other, and yet, in the grand scheme of 

cause and effect, they do - in some inexplicable but nevertheless interconnected 

way.  

Well, it seems to me that there is something of this Butterfly Effect in what Jesus 

is trying to tell his disciples in today’s gospel.   They have approached this matter 

of faith as if it’s something you can carry around in a bucket – something that can 

be weighed or measured - perhaps because they’re thinking that in order to do 

the ministries Jesus asks of them, they need more faith. So this is exactly what 

they clamour for - “increase our faith!”   

And don’t we just hear our own voices joining the fray - because I would guess 

that sometimes we might tend to think the same thing, too - that the problems 

and brokenness of our community and our Church and our world need big 

solutions, and that means we need big faith to tackle them.  And yet Jesus puts a 

different spin on it, doesn’t he?  .... a perspective more in tune with the concept 



of the Butterfly Effect.  Your faith may feel small to you, he says, and perhaps not 

very useful - but you know, even the smallest faith put into action can generate a 

world of difference. You think your little mustard seed won’t accomplish much? 

Just plant it somewhere and prepare to be amazed. The small and 

inconsequential action you take in faith here and now can work with God to 

produce wholeness in the midst of the world’s brokenness. It’s a notion that 

speaks to the limitless potential of our faith, and points to our unfortunate 

tendency to underestimate its power. Jesus simply asks us to do what we should 

do, the service we feel called to do, in faith, and let the responsibility for the 

results rest with God.... and the ultimate results could be quite impressive 

indeed.... even though they may end up being - for all we know - half a world 

away.  

Co-incidentally, the Feast Day of St. Francis of Assisi falls on Tuesday, October 4, 

and it occurs to me that the prayer of St. Francis is particularly relevant to what 

Jesus teaches about the mustard seed. We probably all know it, at least in part: 

“Lord, make me an instrument of your peace; where there is hatred, let me sow 

Love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is 

despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; and where there is sadness, joy.” 

Neither Jesus nor St. Francis denied or minimized the harsher realities of life - but 

they did share the conviction that one of life’s great mysteries is God’s willingness 

to work through us to bring about justice, compassion, and kindness.... all 

accomplished by a very little bit of faith, and what we now describe as the 

Butterfly Effect. It may sound far-fetched, and yet it is precisely what we will 

affirm at the end of our service today when together we will say “Glory to God, 

whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or 

imagine....” 

May this be our prayer, today and always.  Amen. 

 


