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Lucas 17:5-10 y Lucas 22:24-27 

 

 Nobody wants to be a slave. It is an essential part of our human spirit to be 

free, with the possibility of determining and deciding for ourselves the direction our 

lives shall go. Of course there are circumstances outside us that affect us, but our 

ability to choose, to self-determine, this is perhaps the most basic human right. The 

United States has a sordid history with regard to slavery, where race-based slavery 

was interwoven with the early history of this country. Yet, today, the concept of 

slavery is so widely repulsive that in any story we always, always want to root for 

someone seeking freedom. It makes us feel some vicarious victory when they 

achieve liberty. Many, many movies are built around this quest for freedom. And this 

concept has a stirring power that is transcendent. I think, for example, of the movie 

Amistad about a group of Africans who are captured from their homes in 1839 and 

brought to the Americas to be slaves. However, they overthrow their Spanish 

captors, and not familiar with how to navigate the Spanish caravel, they drift until 

they come ashore in the U.S. South. The American government treats them as 

runaway slaves. The drama develops as well-intentioned lawyers try to help them, 

learn their language, and convince the court that these are free people, captured 

illegally, against their will. One of the most moving scenes occurs when the leader of 

the Africans stands up in court, holding out his bound wrists, and in broken English 

repeats over and over: “Give us free. Give us free.” It is a stunningly beautiful and 

powerful scene.  

 Now, just as a director can get the audience to root for a hero by making their 

struggle one for freedom, so too will a villain be universally despised if he is a slaver 

or keeper of slaves. So deep is our desire for freedom that we do not look favorably 

at anyone who violates that ethic.  And it is precisely at this point that I ran into 

trouble with the scripture passage from Luke 17 today. The disciples make a simple 

request of Jesus: “Increase our faith!” Jesus responds saying if you have faith the size 

of a mustard seed, oh what you could do!  

 Then he uses this small, problematic parable with his disciples: if your slave 

comes in from the field, do you have him sit with you at table? No. You tell him to 

prepare food and then after serving you, he can eat. So too should you when you 

finish your work you should say: “We are worthless slaves; we have done only what 

we ought to have done.” Jesus doesn’t mention God by name, but the implication is 

there. We are basically described as slaves of God. This just turns my stomach: how 

can God—whom I love dearly—be paired with this vile concept of slavery? It does 

not cohere. The God I believe in created humanity to flourish, to grow, to thrive in 

situations of liberty. God loves us and does not want us to be mistreated. This is not 

the God described in Jesus’ metaphor. God, in this metaphor does not invite us to the 

table to share God’s own banquet. In this telling, God asks us to serve first, then later 

we can eat our own food, probably at a different table, not with God, who, by the 

time we eat has retired to the couch to watch football. This is not a God I believe in. 

 In Jesus’ time, and for several millennia, slavery was a normal part of societal 

structure. Not just in Jesus’ time and place but before and after in societies around 

the globe. For us, now, it is clear that slavery violates the image of God in others, it 

disregards that which is holy in other human beings.    
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 Truth be told, I selected this scripture passage with no clear way out. I did 

not go into the troublesome text with an escape route already in mind. As I puzzled 

over it, and pondered it, at one point I thumbed through the rest of Luke to see if 

anything else in Luke could help shed light here. God works in amazing ways, 

because I came upon the passage from Luke 22. Just a scant couple of verses, but a 

strong resonance. This time, just after Jesus’ last supper with his disciples. Such a 

holy experience that must have been, and yet, after dinner an argument breaks out 

about who is the greatest. Jesus settles it by saying, in essence: the world is 

concerned with hierarchies, establishing power dynamics. But with you, the 

greatest, the leader, must become one who serves. Who is greater, the one at the 

table or the one who serves? (The obvious answer is: the one at the table). Then 

Jesus says: I am among you as one who serves.  

 Given this exchange, I look back to our Luke 17 passage, with the disciples 

asking for more faith and Jesus talking about slaves serving humbly, and the image 

that comes into my mind is “King of the Mountain.”  

 Let me explain. King of the Mountain is a game usually played by kids or 

teens. It takes different forms, but the form I remember from my childhood was at 

the lake. Whenever we would go to the lake, there was a floating dock about twenty 

yards out in the water. It was anchored down so it didn’t drift, but the only way to 

get out there was to swim out. It had a ladder than hung down in the water to help 

you climb up. Once my brothers and friends and I all made it out and were standing 

on this floating dock, the game would commence. It consisted in each of us trying to 

shove everyone else into the water. The goal was to be the last person remaining 

atop the raft, to be the King of the Mountain. Can you picture it? The chaos of little 

boys shoving and grappling, trying to come out on top, trying not to get thrown into 

the water. Some of you may have played this game as children. 

 Given the disciples post-last-supper debate, I wonder if perhaps this earlier 

plea to Jesus—“Increase our faith”—was not as innocent a request as it seems. We 

only have the words. No tone, no narrative description. It doesn’t say: “Increase our 

faith,” the disciples pleaded with puppy dog eyes. Just increase our faith. Then Jesus 

responds sternly. So maybe the disciples are asking for increased faith with ulterior 

motives. Give us more faith so we can show off, so we can throw all those other 

contenders off the raft, so we can be king of the mountain. We’ve seen the miracles 

you do, Jesus. That’s the kind of thing that would really shut up all those naysayers 

and Pharisees. Give us some more faith and we’ll show them.  

 If this is what is going on with the disciples, a king of the mountain game with 

faith as the “floating dock,” it would shed some light on why Jesus responds the way 

he does. If the disciples are trying to use faith as some tool they can manipulate in 

order to boast or elevate themselves, then Christ’s response is to rid them of that 

delusion. He chooses this repugnant image of a slave serving faithfully all day, and 

then being asked to serve a meal after coming into the house. Only after that can he 

or she rest and eat dinner. For those who have an image of faith as something that 

sets you above and beyond all others, something that separates the people by 

creating a faith-based hierarchy, Jesus says no. He not only says no he says: it is, in 

fact, the other way around. True faith impels us not to seek to rate ourselves or 

compare ourselves with others to find who is better, but to serve.  



3 

 

 It is not hard to hear the application of Christ’s strong metaphor for us today 

either. Among Christian messages today there are those who preach that being 

Christian conveys to us elite status, that we are an elect group as compared to all the 

unwashed masses who don’t know what they are missing. There are those who see 

in the Christian faith a means to advancing their own interests. There is something 

in our faith that sets us apart, I agree with that. However, it is not that we are some 

how superior, somehow less sinful, somehow more created in God’s image. It is, as 

the old hymn goes: “they’ll know we are Christians by our love, by our love.” The 

thing in our faith that should set us apart is our willingness to serve others. A 

favorite book of mine puts it this way: “Do not underestimate your own courage. 

You are part of an elite. Not of power, position, and wealth, but an elite of the 

sensitive, the considerate, and the tenacious.”  

 Christ’s message is what sets us apart is to be our willingness, our readiness 

to serve others, to show compassion, to love lavishly. Jesus himself, after sharing a 

meal with his disciples, points out, that yes, one who sits at the table it greater than 

one who serves, but “I am among you as one who serves.” Jesus is redefining what 

greatness is. He messes with our preconceived ideas about what we should be after 

in this life and how we should assess our own relative status. 

 It is a teaching of Jesus’ that the new Pope (is he still new?), current Pope, 

Pope Francis has made efforts to live into. I recall last year, you might remember 

this from the news about how Pope Francis commemorated Maundy Thursday, the 

day we remember Jesus’ last supper with his disciples. He broke with tradition, 

which has been to hold the service either in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, or in the 

Basilica of St. John in Lateran, a key cathedral in Rome. Instead, Pope Francis went 

to a juvenile detention center called Casal del Marmo, where he washed the feet of 

twelve young inmates, including women and Muslims, which was unheard of. There 

were those who decried this as a violation of tradition. Others argue that none of the 

disciples were women, so washing the feet of women does not adhere to the 

scriptural story of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet. Still, on the other side, some 

argued: this is great, but is it just empty symbolism? Does it really signal a more 

humble attitude from this seat of power, or is it just for show? While I appreciate 

those responses wanting more from the Pope along these lines of inclusion and 

service, I believe his very act of choosing to do the mass in a juvenile detention 

center, choosing to break with tradition, doing so knowing the types of negative 

feedback he would get, that is significant and in no way a wasted gesture. Can you 

imagine what it might have been like for those youth? You have probably had an 

incredibly difficult life, and by some combination of choice and duress, you have 

ended up here, a place you only end up if you’ve messed up badly. To then have the 

Pope wash and kiss your feet? Imagine for a moment, what that might feel like… 

 It is to that type of living that Jesus calls us. If he uses harsh images, it is to 

tear down our ideas about what factors determine one’s power and prestige. Jesus’ 

paradigm turns things upside down, and invites us into a place of serving, not that 

we might be abused or taken advantage of in that, but that in serving others we 

would find ourselves also served, in feeding others we ourselves are fed, in loving 

others we too experience a love beyond comprehension. Amen.  

 


