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Mustard Seeds and Gold Stars 

October 2, 2022 

 

I saw a delightful cartoon this week.  It showed about 5 or 6 people walking down the street.  

Above one man (who is looking a little glum) is a thought bubble.  It reads, “It seems like 

everyone else has life all figured out.”  Then you look again, and you see that it’s not just his 

thought bubble.  Everyone on the street is thinking that same thought! 

 

“It seems like everyone else has life all figured out.”  It’s a common thought – and slightly 

terrifying to think that none of us know what we’re doing. 

 

I have a hunch that that is a common perception when it comes to church and faith.  You might 

come to church and think to yourself (consciously or subconsciously), “Other people have their 

faith figured out, but I’m a mess.  I’m barely holding on.”  Or, “I’m just on the fringes, and other 

people are really doing church right.” 

 

And, I have reason to believe, that’s also the pervasive attitude about Christianity in our country.  

“I’m a mess.  God doesn’t want me.  Church is for people who have their lives together.”  Maybe 

you’ve heard that before, or maybe you’ve expressed that feeling yourself. 

 

Let me tell you, I have good news for you.  First, you are not alone.  Everyone experiences that.  

Second, even the 12 apostles, the guys who knew Jesus better than anyone, didn’t have this 

whole “faith” thing figured out.   

 

At one point, Jesus tells them that they need to constantly forgive others in order to be faithful.  

In fact, I’d like to just read this teaching of Jesus that comes right before our Gospel reading 

starts.  Jesus said to his disciples, “If another disciple sins, you must rebuke the offender, 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.” 

 

The disciples respond by saying to Jesus, “We’ll be honest.  That’s too much.  We’re not capable 

of that.  Maybe ‘good’ Christians can do that, but not us. Help us. Increase our faith!”  That’s 

where our Gospel reading begins today. 

 

What an honest comment from the disciples.  It’s almost as though they are giving us permission, 

saying you don’t need to have life or faith or God figured out.  The disciples sure didn’t.  They 

knew they were struggling. 

 

Jesus’ response is beautiful but often misinterpreted and heard as a statement of condemnation.  

Because it is usually quoted out of context, and if I can convey to you one thing about reading 

the Bible, it is, “Always look at the context.” 

 

Jesus says, in response to this humble request for help, “If you have faith the size of a mustard 

seed, you can do amazing things like move a tree with your words.”  That sounds like Jesus is 

saying, “You don’t even have a tiny speck of faith.  You can’t move trees.  You stink.  Just give 

up.” 
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But that’s not what Jesus is saying at all.  In Greek, there are two ways to say “if” phrases, or 

conditional phrases.  One way of speaking is to assume that the statement is true.  “If you like 

chocolate, then you’ll love this cake.”  The other way of speaking is to assume that the statement 

is false.  “If you had followed directions, this wouldn’t have happened.”  In English, we don’t 

distinguish, but in Greek, there are two different tenses for those “if” statements. 

 

Jesus here is using the former case when he says, “if you had faith the size of a mustard seed.”  

He is implying that the disciples DO have faith, even if only a little bit.  His point isn’t, “You 

stink because I don’t see any trees moving around.”  He’s saying, “You don’t realize the power 

of your faith!”… and in particular, the power of forgiveness. 

 

Do you know what forgiveness can do?  It can change your life, if you forgive someone who 

hurts you.  Forgiveness can make the strongest, bravest person cry, because it reminds us that we 

are all broken and in need of help.  If someone commits a terrible act, and they are forgiven, that 

person can be transformed. 

 

That’s what Jesus is saying.  Jesus isn’t saying that having faith will give you supernatural 

powers like the ability to command trees to walk, like you’re a wizard in Fantasia.  If you have 

faith, you can forgive, and if you can forgive, you can transform lives. 

 

And even if you can’t; even if forgiveness is beyond you right now; even if your life is a mess 

and you’re not sure about God and church and faith and where you belong, that’s okay.  The fact 

that you’re here and listening to what this guy Jesus has to say is enough.  You belong.  You’ve 

got your mustard seed, and that’s enough for today.  You’re on par with the 12 apostles. 

 

That’s one side of the coin.  Then Jesus gives a parable to illustrate the other side.  He talks about 

slaves working the field, and how slaves would be expected to serve in the home too.  It’s a 

jarring story to our ears, and again it’s important to consider the context that Jesus is speaking in. 

 

In Jesus’ day, slavery was normal and a part of life.  In talking about it, Jesus is not endorsing 

slavery; he is illustrating his teaching with an example from everyday life that his listeners would 

understand. 

 

And so I’d like to take a stab at retelling this story for our modern context.  Imagine you walk in 

to Applebee’s.  Your waiter has been working there for 7 hours by the sit you sit down; he’s 

coming to the end of his shift.  Would you say to your waiter, “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll 

serve you?”  No.  That would weird and unexpected.  The social contract is that you come into a 

restaurant to eat, and your waiter takes your order and brings you your food.  That is expected. 

 

But now, Jesus says, imagine you are the waiter.  A group of people walk in and sit down at a 

table.  You’ve been working for 7 hours.  Do you expect them, when they see you, to stand up 

and start waiting on you?  No.  Again, that would be weird and unexpected. 
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In the same way, people of faith are called to work and to serve others and to love.  We don’t 

live as followers of Jesus for the glory and recognition.  We don’t expect praise.  We do our best 

to imitate Jesus, regardless of what others say. 

 

So Jesus is talking to two groups today.  On the one hand, we have those who are struggling 

(which includes most of the disciples).  To them, Jesus offers a word of encouragement.  Hold on 

to your mustard seed.  Even the tiniest amount of faith is a powerful thing. 

 

And then on the other hand are the people who are doing just fine.  They are A-plus students of 

Jesus, and they expect some kind of gold star or reward for following Jesus.  And to them, Jesus 

says, “That’s not going to happen.” 

 

The last shall be first and the first shall be last. 

 

So whichever group you identify with today, know that you belong here.  On top of the world or 

barely hanging on: you are loved.  What you can give is enough. 

 

 

I’ll close with a short poem by Mary Oliver, one of my favorites.  It’s a word of encouragement 

for those of us with just a mustard seed of faith. 

 

Praying 

It doesn’t have to be 

the blue iris, it could be 

weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 

small stones; just 

pay attention, then patch 

 

a few words together and don’t try  

to make them elaborate, this isn’t  

a contest but the doorway 

 

into thanks, and a silence in which  

another voice may speak. 
Oliver, Mary. “Praying.” From Devotions: The Selected Poems of Mary Oliver. New York: Penguin, 2017, 131. 

 

Amen. 
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