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The apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our Faith’   Luke 17:5-10

‘ … a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline’

I’m glad to be here today ………………..
…………………….  The apostles say to the Lord, ‘Increase our Faith’    Jesus says, ‘If you had faith the size of a mustard seed …. ‘  Faith in these terms is not about intellectual assent, accepting a series of propositions.  That’s a flat sort of two-dimensional thing.  What Jesus is talking about is faith with power inside it.  And we’re back in one of the constants of the gospel story – about how tiny amounts are enough.  Examples: loaves and fishes; if I could just touch the hem of his garment; the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s table; the leaven or yeast; the salt of the earth.  It’s a constant – that is only takes a little but that little will always be enough in the power of God.  Do I believe that?  Yes I do.  I think the flame needs only to flicker – it doesn’t have to be a searchlight.

And then we have Paul’s words – totally fascinating as a list.  The fullness of what he says is, ‘I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands.  For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.’

Churches can become two dimensional places – they should be three, four or five dimensional.  Secularisation takes away the sense of wonder and expectation.  We become communities of people like us who come together to do what we like to do.

But Paul’s list is extraordinary – none of them fit together and that’s where the richness and the mystery are.  Power means that we are open to the action of God among us and in the world.  We’re not a golf club – but a community in whom the risen Christ is alive.  Power – but also the warmth and sacrificial self-giving of love – the nature of God himself – the reason why Jesus suffered and died.  And also self-discipline.  Now that definitely doesn’t fit – except that it does.  Self-discipline stops us rushing about looking for answers where no answers are.  It stops us allowing problems of relationship to grow and fester.  It also does for us what it has done for the great mystics – remember that Mother Theresa’s letters and diaries describe her constant sense of emptiness and loss of God – yet she kept looking, searching and listening and doing God’s work.  Self-discipline means that we constantly place ourselves mentally, spiritually and emotionally in the place where God is to be found.

We look at the Church and we see its fragility, the problems.  We look at the church and we see a community in which even a little faith is possessed of power and in which that extraordinary combination of power, love and self-discipline carries us ever closer to the Kingdom.

