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Rev. Dr. Jim Gill                                                                  September 30, 2020  
                                       “Relieved Of Duty” 
 
       
                                         Luke 17:5-10 2 
Yesterday, the Houston Astros won their first Wild Card Game in the National League Playoffs.  This has been a Wild Card Year.  This is a weird time of year when Professional Football is starting and Basketball is finishing and Baseball is starting to finish. 

In Nolan Ryan’s rookie year Gil Hodges was the manager of the Mets, and he was impatient with Ryan.  Although Ryan could consistently throw the ball over ninety miles an hour, most of the time it didn't go over the plate. He was walking everybody, hitting a lot of people, too. Hodges told Ryan at the beginning of a particular game that he was to pitch better in that game or he would pull him out and trade him. He would be finished.

Ryan went into that game trying to do his best, determined that he was going to succeed. He was miserable. He walked something like seven or eight batters in four innings. Later that season he was traded to the Angels.   
After the game Richard Reeves went down into the locker room to interview the players. He noticed Nolan Ryan was apart from the others, looking into a mirror, obviously having difficulty tying his tie. Reeves got closer to him and noticed that there were tears in his eyes. He was crying. He couldn't see to tie his tie. 
Reeves remembered that incident on the occasion of celebrating Nolan Ryan as one of the immortals of baseball. In his career he pitches 6 no hitters and struck out 5,000!  He remembered that this legendary man, Nolan Ryan, began thinking he had failed. But he was not relieved of duty just yet.
In Jesus’ parable of having mustard seed size faith making a person able to tell trees and tell them to go jump in the lake Jesus is saying to them and to us, “Your problem really isn’t a lack of faith. It’s not an amount of faith.”  It’s putting the faith you have to work, no matter how small it might be.  It doesn’t take much faith to do sensational things. What it takes is commitment. What it takes is determination, and persistence and a will to see it through to the end.  Even though his disciples were of little faith, He says what little they have is more than enough.  It’s not the size of the faith that matters it’s the size of the God in whom the faith is placed.

Think about the significance of Jesus’ challenge to these disciples and what it means for us today.  A little over 2,000 years ago Jesus left this earth, and in doing so left behind eleven Jewish disciples. They soon took a vote and elected Matthias to take the place of Judas who had committed suicide.  Those 12 Jewish disciples spent about a month meeting and praying with a group about twice the size of Woodforest Presbyterian Church.  On the day of Pentecost there were about 120 folks gathered in an Upper Room praying.  Compared to the millions of people on the planet that day, those 120 people were the equivalent of one, maybe two, mustard seeds. 

 Once I was asked to give an invocation for a reception for the elected officials. There were about 100 or so folks there.   There were representatives from our U.S. senators, our U.S. representatives, State Representatives and State Senators, Judges, Justices of the Peace, County Commissioners, City Council, Chamber of Commerce, the School Board, and of course the mayor. The folks I prayed for that night were in that room because each of them had chosen to run for office.  They had elected to run to be elected so that they could have the privilege of dedicating their lives to public service.  

It took about an hour for each of them to introduce themselves to the rest of the folks gathered there.  Each one said their name and the office they served.  Some of them EVEN mentioned they had chosen to put their names up for reelection. Some of them in the room would actually be running against others of them in the same room!  They were running to be elected to be public servants.   

In our passage Jesus doesn’t use the word servant.  He uses the word slave.  The word “slave” sounds awful to us.  You and I would echo the words of Abraham Lincoln who said, "Whenever I hear anyone arguing for slavery, I feel a strong impulse to see it tried on him personally." 

We are horrified by the idea of slavery, as well we should be.  But just because it doesn’t exist officially in our country today doesn’t mean it is no longer taking place.  A friend of mine Angie Goeke is heading up an organization in Houston called “Not in our City” that is working to end sex trafficking in Houston.

Second, we are uncomfortable by how elitist the story sounds. Maybe if you and I had grown up with servants in the house we could understand this passage a little easier.  I haven’t seen Downton Abbey.  Even without slavery, it's always been the case that people in the leisure class regarded those who worked in their household as slightly less worthy than themselves 

But this doesn't sound like Jesus, does it? And of course, that is the point. Jesus has so affected our lives that we can never look at another human being as being less worthy than we are. 


We are also disturbed by this passage because we see the story as an attack on our own self-esteem. Jesus asks, "Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 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!'"

Here Jesus isn't talking about people at the bottom of society here. He's talking about us." Jesus is telling us not to expect thanks for our good works. After all, those good works are no more than we should have done in the first place.  
We're used to being patted on the back when we've done what we ought to do. In fact, we think God owes us some favors because we've done what God called us to do. Isn't that true? We've been members of the church for umpteen years. We have almost perfect attendance in Sunday School. We tithe--or we give something. . But when a dark cloud comes into our life--our business fails, a loved one is sick, we discover a lump--and immediately we think, "Doesn't God know who I am? Doesn't God know how much I've done for Him?"

Be honest now. In your heart of hearts, don't you really believe that because you are one of God's people God ought to work a little harder to take care of you? God ought to tilt the table in your direction, just a little? After all you’ve done your duty.  There’s a story about a man who had some “work done,” and stepped off a curb and was hit by a bus.  The man cried out to God and said, “I thought you were supposed to protect me!  And God said, ‘Henry?  Is that you?  I didn’t recognize you.”  
I was once so commanded to appear in court.  I was not to be on trial.  I was summoned for jury duty.  After waiting from 8am till 11am I finally was chosen to be one of 40 from which to find 12 jurors.  We were asked questions by three sets of lawyers as to what we thought about personal injury and mental pain and suffering.  They asked US to raise our hands if we had ever had a car accident and all 40 of us had.  (talk about a jury of our peers) After all 3 sets of lawyers interviewed all of us till about 3 o clock they dismissed us and started to call us in one at a time.  I was number 3.  Just after 6 o’clock they called all 40 of us back into the court room to announce the 12 that had been elected.  My number was not among the 12.  

I used to be a boy scout.  I took an oath. I wanted to do my duty. ”On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country.” I felt an obligation that if called upon to serve I would.  And yet I was relieved that I wouldn’t be spending the rest of this last week hearing a whiplash case, getting paid $6 a day and paying $5.50 a day for parking.  Why do we feel elation when we are “relieved of duty?” 

Ask any parent who gets up at 2:00 a.m. and then at 3:00 a.m. and then at 3:30 a.m. to answer the cry of a sick baby. Ask any man whose income is so limited that after he pays his rent and buys his groceries he has only pennies to spare. But his sweetheart has a birthday the next month and he has his eye on something that means he’ll have to go without lunch for three weeks. So he can buy it.  Are any of these folks looking for a medal? They’re only doing their duty.
Our relationship to Christ is like that. For although Jesus may have been cracking a joke when he portrayed how ludicrous it could have been if the master served the slave, yet that ridiculous reversal of roles is just what took place in the Upper Room when the Master served the disciples, washing their feet.  
Last year I participated in a service for the blessing of the animals.  We only had dogs.  I think it’s the case that dogs have masters and cats have staff.  We shared stories about how we got our pets…and we shared stories about how some of us “lost” our pets.  It occurred to me that in one sense our pets do serve their masters and masters do serve their pets.  We masters provide food and water and shelter and we pick up after our pets when we go on walks.  But the pets serve the masters in teaching us how to love and how to let go.  For the most part humans outlive their pets and when they do, pets teach us how to grieve and cope with loss. 

In human society some people may eat in the fine dining room while others eat back in the kitchen, but not in God's society. In God's society, everyone is invited to dine at the Master's table. Here all are equal. Don't worry about being worthy to receive the sacrament that we will celebrate this Sunday with Christians all over the world. None of us is. God says, "That's all right. Christ has made you worthy. The Master has served the slaves.
In the Presbyterian Church and other Protestant churches communion is not celebrated every Sunday as Lutherans and Episcopalians and Catholics and others do.  Some celebrate it monthly and some celebrate it quarterly. But this coming Sunday, the first Sunday in October is World Wide Communion Sunday.  Today, no matter what Christian Church a person is in This day is the one day in the year that all will be celebrating the Lord’s Supper—boss and employee, bishop and Church council member, teachers and confirmands, pastors, elders and members. .   

 We are of unimaginable worth to God. Not because we've been in church all our lives, not because we put a twenty in the offering plate, not because we are virtuous people--but because Christ died in our behalf. This is not to minimize the importance of good works. It is to say that when it comes to salvation, our good works flow out of gratitude not in order to earn our salvation. 

None of us will ever pitch 6 no hitters and 5,000 strikeouts.  But we can do something and we can do it better and better with practice and persistence. We can invite others to share at our table.  We can show the mercy and grace to forgive as we’ve been forgiven. We can learn from our pets…even when they teach us how to grieve and to learn how to let go when it’s time.  
Jesus gave his life so that from the faith the size of a mustard seed could come a family tree large enough to include a world wide fellowship of people of every race, every nation, and every dialect and. every level of standing in society.  Jesus gave his life so that we could follow his example and welcome the chance to serve others as we have been served.  Jesus came so that we might ALL be elected for public service; to carry out our responsibilities of sharing the love of Jesus and using our gifts to glorify God, not expecting any accolades or reward other than the satisfaction of using the gifts God has given us until the day that we are all with God and only then….relieved of duty. 
Let’s pray.  Lord thank you for laying your hands on us and imparting to us gifts.  Thank you that no matter how small or seemingly insignificant those gifts may be that you have a plan and a place for them to be used.   Thank you that we have nothing to fear.  Thank you that we too can join in the line of folks who have taken their calling seriously and fanned the flame.  May we be on fire for you Lord, and may we not burn out. 

