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“Do you believe in Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and savior?” 
 
That’s what the man SHOUTED at me as I made my way into the hotel. This was years ago. I 
was attending a conference in Washington, hosted by a Catholic educational organization. I 
couldn’t wait to hear some excellent speakers talking about faith. 
 
But before I got into the conference hotel, I was confronted by a group of evangelical believers 
who were convinced that it was their job to save all of these Catholics from our false religion. 
 
 They were right in front of the hotel, holding interesting signs. One sign said “The Pope is the 
antichrist.” Another said, “Jesus hates the rosary.” 
 
A man yelled at me, “Do you believe in Jesus as your personal Lord and savior?” I didn’t 
answer. He shouted, “Do you believe in the book of Genesis or in evolution?” I gently replied, “I 
believe that both contain truth.” His voice got louder, “Do you believe in purgatory?” I said 
“Yes, and I think someone like you will be in charge of torturing me there….” 
 
That was not a very Christian thing to say… 
 
Later, I wondered: what motivates people to behave like that? What motivates people to protest 
other Christians, to accost them on the sidewalk with a checklist of questions? 
 
Maybe the problem is this: For many people, faith is defined as a long list of statements that you 
have to believe in. And when those people ask, “Do you have faith,” what they’re really asking 
is: “do you believe the right things?” If you say ‘yes’ to the list of questions, then you have the 
‘right’ faith. If not, you are going to purgatory! 
 
And it’s not just some evangelicals that have this mistaken notion of faith. Catholics have done it 
for centuries too. Think of how many of us were ‘taught the faith’ through a Catechism.  And 
what is a Catechism? It’s a long list of questions and answers. You memorize them and say ‘yes’ 
to them. 
 
In the past, Catholics would ask Protestants, “Do you believe that the Pope is infallible? Do you 
believe that the Eucharist is the real presence of Christ.” If they didn’t believe, they were going 
to hell (to pray the rosary?). 



 
When we define ‘faith’ this way, we reduce faith to a list of ‘facts’ that we say we believe in. 
Faith becomes primarily an intellectual exercise. This reduces faith to a set of answers, and it 
leaves very little room for questions. 
 
And this turns us into to people who pass judgment on each other, or who shout on the sidewalk. 
 
In today’s passage from Luke’s Gospel, the disciples say to Jesus, “Increase our faith.” If “faith” 
is a list of beliefs, then it sounds like the disciples are asking Jesus to give them a longer list of 
things to believe in!  
 
“Increase our faith.” Does this mean, “Give us more to memorize”? Does this mean that we 
make even less room for our questions? 
 
But notice how Jesus answers their request. The disciples ask Jesus, “Increase our faith.” In other 
words, “We don’t have enough. More is better.” 
 
But Jesus says, more is not necessarily better. I think Jesus has a smile on his face as he responds 
to their request. He says, “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this tree, 
go jump in a lake… and it would!” 
 
The disciples must think that faith is something you can quantify, or memorize. If a little is good, 
more must be better. 
 
But Jesus says, this is not about quantity. This is not about what you have memorized. Faith is 
not defined by amount. 
 
If people can pry their eyes away from the cell phones that are destroying their souls, they realize 
that every human being must answer two questions: What do I trust? And what gives me 
meaning? Or, perhaps more specifically, Whom do I trust? And, who will give my life meaning? 
 
According to Jesus, we begin to find the right answers, we begin to experience the truth, even if 
we have the smallest, deep-down piece within us which says, “I will trust in the mystery that I 
cannot clearly see, and I will find meaning in the God that Jesus made known to us.” 
 
Even if we have lots of questions. Even if we are unsure about so many things. Even if we find 
ourselves struggling with doubts and uncertainties… faith the size of a mustard seed turns us 
toward the God whom we can trust, the God who gives us meaning. 
 
Think how disappointed so many people are today because they have put their trust in the wrong 



things, and the wrong people. For instance, how many people have trusted that politicians and 
political processes would give us ultimate meaning and fulfillment in life? How is that working 
out for us?  
 
Think how many people have spent the greater part of their lives seeking fulfillment and 
meaning in all the wrong places, because they trusted a lie. They trusted the lie which told them 
that happiness and meaning could be found in money. That happiness and meaning could be 
found in power. That happiness and meaning could be found in distraction, or excitement, in 
consumption or unfaithfulness, in ambition or greed. They trusted that the stuff on this earth 
could satisfy their deepest longings. And it wasn’t true. 
 
But faith, even a small ‘amount’ of faith, opens the door to a God who gently, persistently, draws 
us out of ourselves into a truth that is beyond articulation, and a trust that we are participating in 
something bigger than ourselves.  
 
Faith is not about quantity, Jesus says. The smallest amount of faith will lead to great things. And 
did you notice that Jesus immediately switches the discussion from the measurement of faith to 
the meaning of service? It sounds like Jesus is saying that a person who has a bit of faith will 
find meaning in their lives because even that small faith can lead them to faithful service.  
 
Apparently, in the mind of Jesus, faith begins to blossom precisely when we get our attention off 
of ourselves. Meaning and fulfillment happen when we stop gazing at our own navel, and start 
attending to the needs of those around us.  
 
A little faith can often get us off our rear ends, into a situation where we discover the joy that 
comes when we give, rather than receive. 
 
A wise person once said, “The opposite of faith is not doubt. The opposite of faith is certainty.” 
The people I worry about most are the people who shout that they know all they need to know. 
The people whose faith – and lives - I admire, are the people who confront their questions, while 
also believing that, in the end, there is something, there is Someone, who is sustaining their lives 
and leading their search. 
 
Jesus uses the image of a small seed to make his point. The size of faith, the size of the seed, 
isn’t the issue for Jesus. The question is: what are you going to do with the seed?  If you take a 
seed – like a pumpkin seed, or a flower seed – and put it into a Ziploc bag… nothing is going to 
happen. It will just sit there. It will do nothing, and produce nothing. 
 
But if you take that small seed and put it where it belongs – which is in the ground – it will grow, 
and create something wonderful. 



 
Every human being trusts something, and seeks meaning somewhere. Every human being has the 
small seed of faith. The question is: Have you put it in the right place? If you put your faith in the 
wrong people and the wrong things, nothing beautiful will happen. But if you put your seed of 
faith in the right place, if you put your faith in Jesus… be prepared to be surprised! 
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