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“Enough?” 
A SERMON on Luke 17:5-10 for the 27th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C 
Preached 2 October 2022 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister1 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

By the time she passed away some 25 years ago this past month, back in 1997, the face of 

an Albanian woman known as Theresa had become a familiar image to millions all around the 

world.  Her dark eyes peering out from beneath an iconic white head-covering with blue borders 

surrounding her somewhat gaunt face… A face etched with the many craggy wrinkles of her even 

more numerous years…  We became used to seeing this woman of short stature, whether it was on 

the impoverished streets she came to call home in India, or in the imposing palaces of popes and 

presidents.  Indeed, for so many people, whether Catholic or Protestant or not even Christian at 

all, the face of Mother Teresa of Calcutta became a standard image—perhaps the standard 

image—of duty and devotion, of care and compassion, of faith and faithfulness. 

Of course, the reputation Mother Teresa gained was well-deserved.  Her work among the 

poorest of the poor in Calcutta—establishing a home for the dying, reaching out to sufferers of 

leprosy, opening a children’s orphanage, and perhaps most importantly her ongoing choice to live 

in solidarity with those she and her religious order served—all of these aspects of her ministry 

witnessed to her dedication and devotion.   

And yet, for all of the amazing testimony that her life’s work gives, we now know that 

Teresa did not live out of a faith without doubt.  Some of you will remember, I imagine, when a 

few years after Teresa had died, a collection of her personal writing and correspondence was 

released.  Those writings revealed that hidden behind that age-worn and compassion-filled face 

was a seeking soul that endured decades of what she described as “silence and emptiness”.  “I look 

and do not see,” Teresa wrote, “Listen and do not hear—the tongue moves but does not speak.”  

Beset by this sort of ‘dark night of the soul’, I can’t help but imagine Teresa having moments 

where she thought “This all is too much—I just can’t”.   

 

Therefore, it isn’t hard for me to imagine Mother Teresa having great sympathy for the 

apostles we hear at the beginning of this morning’s scripture reading from the Gospel of Luke.  

 
 

1 This sermon is adapted and expanded from one originally written by me for preaching at the Storrs Congregational Church, 
United Church of Christ, Storrs Mansfield, Connecticut, United States of America, on 3 October 2010. 
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“Increase our faith,” we hear them cry out to Jesus.  What we didn’t hear within the bounds of 

today’s reading, of course, was what had prompted this request.  In the verses leading up to where 

we began today, we find Jesus giving some instructions to his disciples.  (Admittedly, this does 

seem to be one of his favourite pastimes.)  This time, the instructions have to do with forgiveness.  

As we listen to what Jesus says, we’re not caught so much by the topic itself, but rather by the 

extent to which Jesus takes it.  “…and if there is repentance, you must forgive.  And if the same 

person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ 

you must forgive.”  So it isn’t just that Jesus is telling his disciples that they need to forgive, but 

that they need to keep doing so.   Jesus may even be implying that there is to be no limit to 

forgiveness.  Raising their eyebrows in disbelief, these disciples respond back with the words we 

heard in today’s reading, “Increase our faith!”.  The disciples know that it takes faith to truly 

forgive, and they can’t imagine that they have enough to carry out the far-reaching command 

Jesus has given them.  These disciples are looking and seeking, and they are not sure they can find 

the power they think they need. 

Jesus’ response to the disciples and their request probably sounded a bit familiar, at least 

to some of you.  “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, 

‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.”  Some of you may have been thinking 

of the version we find in the gospel of Matthew, where Jesus says that faith the size of a mustard 

seed could move a mountain.  Either way, though—Luke or Matthew, mulberry tree or 

mountain—most of us who hear this today find ourselves a bit troubled by what Jesus says here.  

Part of that, of course, has to do with our modern scientific worldview.  Trees and mountains do 

not just pick up and move.  A bit of mystery and uncertainty perhaps we can deal with—at least 

some of us.  But for most of us in a church like this one, to imagine that there was anything we 

could do that would make a deeply-rooted tree go plant itself in the ocean… that would seem to us 

like full-on magical thinking. 

More than that, though, this passage troubles many of us because in it Jesus sounds like 

he’s being quite judgmental… judgmental of his disciples, judgmental of their seeming lack-of-

faith.  By extension, many of us feel a bit judged, too.  If you’ve never been able to simply pray a 

miracle into happening, then you might feel the pinch.  After all, we know the unfortunate reality 

that certain Christians seem to think that if a person simply prays “hard enough” or has “enough 

faith,” they can cure cancer or win the lottery.  And we know the emotional and spiritual pain that 

far too many people—perhaps even we ourselves—have endured by listening to them. 
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But you see, here’s the thing…. I’m not so sure that sort of thing is what Jesus is trying to 

say to his disciples at all.  I don’t think Jesus is at all trying to pass judgment on his disciples for 

lacking faith.  No, rather, what if Jesus is trying to say to them, ‘you already have what you need’?  

What if it’s an affirmation?  “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed…”  You do, and in fact, more.  

If faith the size of a mustard seed could uproot a tree, then imagine the possibility with the faith 

you have.  

 I think Jesus gives an absurd answer in order to get across that the disciples’ request—

“Increase our faith”—is itself a bit misguided in the first place.  Essentially, he’s trying to show 

them that it’s basically an absurd question, the question of being somehow able to get “more” 

faith.   

You see, when it comes to faith, the heart of the matter is not about how much or how 

little we have, as though faith were something you could measure with a ruler or a thermometer 

or a measuring cup.  The heart of the matter with faith is not ‘how much’, but rather ‘in what’. 

Or perhaps, more precisely, ‘in whom’.   

Jesus makes such an absurd reply to his disciples because it is not ultimately about how 

much or how little faith they have, but about the God in whom they have faith.  Jesus can make 

such an absurd reply because the God that is the source of all faith was “absurd” enough to choose 

to be in relationship with us in the first place, absurd enough to become one of us and share our 

life, absurd enough to love us in all our brokenness, even to the point of death.  Jesus can make 

such an absurd reply because the face of faithfulness is not the face of some measurement dial, 

some gauge, measuring how much faith we have, with a clear tick mark labelled “enough”.  No, 

rather the face of faithfulness is the face of God. 

 

Now that, in itself, is good news, a wonderful affirmation.  But I suppose you may be 

thinking, ‘well, great, but what does that have to say about our faithfulness, as individuals and 

together as a community of faith.  If God is the source of our faith… if God is faith itself… how do 

we live in faithful response?’   

That, I think, is where Jesus is trying to go with the illustration he uses about the slave and 

master—and, in particular, with the words he uses to end that story:  “So you also, when you have 

done all that you were ordered to do, say ‘We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we 

ought to have done!”.   
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We have done only what we ought to have done.   

It seems like such a simple line, perhaps almost a throw-away, but there is something very 

profound to be heard for us there, particularly as we think about our life together as a church.  

Even here in early 21st-century Canada, with all that we could say about the cultural 

disestablishment of the churches and living in a fully secular, post-Christian era, it’s still easy for 

churches to get caught up in trying to be “successful”.  We see the big evangelical megachurches 

that have millions of dollars, thousands of attendees, hundreds of flashy programs, and we 

wonder what they’re doing right that we’re getting wrong.  And even in our own mainline 

Protestant congregations, many of us still look at buildings and staff and attendance numbers and 

programs as we judge what makes for a ‘successful’ church.   

But what if ‘success’ as a church is something different from that?  What if ‘success’ as a 

church is measured by our ability to say with integrity “we have done only what we ought to have 

done.”  What would that look like?   

 

Jesus said, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations.”   

We have done only what we ought to have done.   

The book of Acts tells us that the church “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”   

We have done only what we ought to have done.   

Jesus said, “I was hungry and you gave me food.”   

We have done only what we ought to have done.   

The prophets ask “what does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, to love kindness, 

and to walk humbly with your God?”   

We have done only what we ought to have done.   

Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your mind … [and] love your neighbour as yourself.”   

We have done only what we ought to have done. 

 

Could these, in the end, be the tick marks labelled “enough”? 

 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER.  AMEN. 


