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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 10/6/2019, Proper 22C, Lamentations 1:1-6, 2 Timothy 

1:1-14, Luke 17:5-10 (Matthew White) 

Because of how our lectionary is organized, sometimes the readings we have on any given week 

share a common theme, and sometimes they don’t.  Today, though I think there is a very clear 

theme – the relationship between faith and despair. 

Honestly, I think we know enough about despair.  We’ve lived through yet another summer of 

violence and natural disasters, such as what has taken place in the Bahamas. 

And we are living through the despair of intense political divisions. 

I think we know enough about despair. But what is faith?  What does it have to say to us in 

times of despair? 

We know intuitively that there is some relationship between faith and despair.  When people 

are going through difficult times we tell them, “Don’t give up.  Keep the faith.” 

But what exactly is faith and how does it sustain us through hard times in our lives? 

We have two passages today that deal explicitly with faith – one  a passage from the Gospel of 

Luke and the other beginning of Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy. 

If we begin with the Gospel of Luke, we see the disciples making a request of Jesus: “Increase 

our faith!”  Jesus’ response doesn’t necessarily seem very sympathetic, to them or to us.  “If 

you had faith  the size of a mustard seed, you could tell this mulberry tree, be uprooted into the 

sea, and it would obey you!”  Now if you’ve ever seen a mustard seed it is very very tiny.  And 

while a mulberry tree isn’t the biggest tree, it is pretty large compared to a mustard seed.  So 

Jesus’ message doesn’t really seem all that hopeful. He certainly doesn’t seem very sympathetic 

to the request his followers make. He seems to be critiquing the disciples for not having enough 

faith.  At least, on first glance that is what the story seems to be doing. 

I actually think the Second Letter to Timothy may be a better place to start, though, in thinking 

about what it means to have faith in difficult times. 

What does it mean to have faith then, when things are hard? 

I think it may be easiest to start with two ways that we commonly view faith that I would 

suggest don’t match up to what we see in the Second Letter to Timothy. 

The first way we sometimes view faith is that it is a matter of having the correct beliefs.  We 

sometimes think that having faith means checking off the right boxes in terms of what we 

believe.  Do we believe the right things? We might imagine a spreadsheet of the correct boxes 

we are supposed to accept as Christians? Do we believe in the virgin birth? In the literal 

resurrection of Jesus? What do we believe about the Bible? 
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The assumption here is that if we just believe the right things, we will earn salvation.  Now, as 

Episcopalians, we are heirs to an Anglican tradition that isn’t particularly doctrinal or creedal.  

But we should keep in mind that many of our fellow Christian brothers and sisters do think this 

way, and sometimes it can bleed over into how we view our own faith. 

But Paul in 2 Timothy speaks of faith being alive.  I don’t think a living faith has to do with 

checking boxes on some doctrinal matrix.  Faith is something more and different than just 

believing the right things.   

And more, if we assume God is driven to save us by what we believe, we turn faith into 

something that we do.  And we know from 2 Timothy and from all the rest of Paul’s letters that 

we are saved not by human actions, but by God’s grace.  It isn’t what we do or what we think in 

our minds that brings salvation, but God’s immense grace toward us that brings us the reality of 

salvation.  As we hear from 2 Timothy this morning, it is God “who saved us and called us with a 

holy calling, not according to our works but according to his own purpose and grace.” 

Another way of thinking of faith is that it should shut off our intellect.  The idea here is that 

faith is belief without questioning things.  We get this in some of our Christian brothers and 

sisters who are drawn to the prosperity Gospel a lot of times.  This is the idea that we need to 

name it and claim it, and we just need to force any doubts out of our minds. 

Again, I would suggest this isn’t the faith that the Bible recommends to us. 

There’s a lot of questioning in the Bible.  Whether we look at Habbakuk or Job or the Psalms, 

there is a lot of questioning of God, of the universe, of the way things are. 

The false version of faith would suggest we should ignore the “wrongdoing” and “trouble” and 

assume that everything will just be okay, if we have enough faith. 

I don’t think God condemned Job or the Psalmists or the prophets for asking these kind of 

questions.  And I don’t think God would condemn any of us for questioning why things are the 

way they are. 

So if we put these two less helpful ways of understanding faith aside, what does it mean to 

have faith in the face of despair? What does Paul’s 2 Letter to Timothy have to say to us this 

morning? 

The Letter is written in the name of Paul.  Paul writes, “For this reason I suffer as I do, But I am 

not ashamed, for I know the One in whom I have put my trust, and I am sure that he is able to 

guard until that day what I have entrusted to him.” 

 I think this is the key to faith.  Faith is about knowing the one we’ve put our trust into.  Faith is 

about knowing our God and, even more, knowing the person through whom we’ve experienced 

our God, and that is Jesus Christ.  It isn’t about collecting a set of the correct beliefs or about 

shutting off our intellect or our ability to question or protest when things seem unfair.   
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What faith does ask us to do is make a choice.  It is a choice rooted in relationship with God.  

And it is a choice that puts us in the line of other Christians, who for 2000 years, have chosen 

that relationship as the key framework for understanding their lives and the world. 

Paul writes that we must constantly “rekindle” the gift of faith by understanding that, in his 

words, “God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of 

self-discipline.” 

What does it mean to have a spirit of power and love and self-discipline? 

What does it mean to have faith? 

The way I think about faith is that faith is an orientation toward hope. 

What do I mean by that? 

I think faith is an orientation toward hope at the darkest times at our lives.  When we are going 

through the most difficult experiences, we have a choice.   

We can choose to look at the dark around us, or we can look at the light. 

At any time in our lives, our world will be a mix of light and dark.  Sometimes things are mostly 

sunny, with just a few clouds in the sky.  At those times faith isn’t a big issue. 

But at other times, it can be very hard to see the light.  And at those moments when most of 

the sky is dark, when there is a little bit of light in the sky, faith does become an issue. 

Lately, I’ve been driving home a lot at sunset, and I see the colors of red and yellow playing 

across the darkening sky, especially as the evening moves toward twilight. 

It’s interesting how similar sunrises and sunsets can look, isn’t it? 

It isn’t always clear, just from the things we see around us, whether the light is growing or 

whether it is fading away. 

Life is always a mix of dark and light; a mix of things that may seem hopeful and things that 

seem really frightening. 

This is true for us as individuals; it is true for us as a church family; it is true for our society as a 

whole. 

That’s what I think Paul means by speaking about a spirit of love and power and self-discipline.  

It is not, as he says, a spirit of cowardice.  It is the bravest possible spirit – to see light even in 

the midst of darkness. 

Many of my St. David’s family here know I am in long-term recovery from addiction and 

alcoholism.  And when I think about St. Paul’s words today, I think back to my very earliest days 

of recovery.   
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If you’ve never been through it, withdrawal is a horrible thing.  It’s physically horrible but even 

more, it is psychologically and spiritually horrible. Not least this is because most addicts have a 

deep emptiness in the core of their being – whether it is a deep emptiness tinged by shame or 

fear or depression . And when you no longer have the substance that you abused, you are 

forced to face yourself in the full reality of your character, for good and bad. 

Those were without doubt the darkest days of my life. 

And still, faith came to me.  It came in the presence of friends and loved ones who chose not to 

turn their backs on me. 

It came in the words of strangers at 12-step meetings who said simply, “You can do this. You’ve 

got this.” 

It came in the faith of others who believed I could learn to live a different and better kind of 

life.  And their faith kindled and reignited my own. 

So, let’s go back to Jesus’ words.  I want to suggest that rather than viewing Jesus’ words to the 

disciples as insulting or belittling, Jesus is reflecting a key and important truth. 

Human beings can’t live without hope.  We can’t live without hope any more than we can live 

without air or water.  

But we have been created by God with an amazingly resilient spirit.  And more, through the 

saving power of Jesus Christ’s life and death and resurrection, through the teachings and words 

by which we still encounter Jesus today, we have access to grace that allows us to stand and 

look for the light, even when the times in our life are the hardest they have ever been. 

So, I want to suggest we think of it this way. 

What Jesus is saying is that the question isn’t whether we can increase or decrease our faith. 

What Jesus is saying is that all we need is the tiniest openness to hope.  Even if our connection 

to hope and our sense of relationship with God is as infinitesimal as the humble mustard seed, 

God’s grace will work its way into our hearts. 

And when we open ourselves to God’s grace, amazing things can result.  Not only can our lives 

be transformed in outer ways, but our very experience of life itself can be transformed. 

This God of love, of resurrection, of second chances – this is the one I have come to know and 

put my faith in.  How will you find new ways this week of fostering the relationship with the one 

who creates you and redeems you and seeks, always, to offer you all the promises of an 

abundant life? 

 


