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Pastor Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson

“The gift of faith”

Faith. The theme of faith is like a common thread woven through all four of today’s Bible

passages. 

   In our first lesson from Habakkuk, after the prophet complains to God about his failure to

act to bring to justice the wicked in chapter one, the LORD in a vision, reassures Habakkuk by

answering him with these words in 2:4: “but the righteous live by their faith,” or, as the REB

renders it: “The reckless will lack an assured future, while the righteous will live by being

faithful.” In other words, they will trust and have confidence in God, even in the face of

injustice. 

   In Psalm 37, the psalmist emphasises trusting, having faith in God, and that trust makes it

possible for the faithful to wait for God, who promises that they will live in the land, enjoy

security, and God will act, reassuring them God supports the “justice of your cause.”

   In our second lesson from 2 Timothy, the apostle Paul encourages Timothy. He is a third

generation Christian.  Paul  emphasises the faith of  Timothy,  which was passed on to him

through Paul, as well as through his grandmother Lois’s faith, and his mother Eunice’s faith.

It is interesting that the names of Timothy, Lois and Eunice also hint at their faith. The Greek

meaning of Timothy (Timotheos) is “honouring God,” or “one who honours God.” The name

Lois is derived from both Greek and Hebrew words, meaning: “Best, most beautiful, lion, and

no man.” This Lois’s faith served her best, was beautiful, strong as a lion. The name Eunice is

derived from two Greek words, eu, meaning “good,” and nike, meaning “victory.” Her faith

was proven good when it gave her victory over difficulties in life.

   In today’s gospel, Jesus tells the disciples who ask for more faith that even a little faith can

work wonders,  can accomplish great  and big things that  may seem impossible,  yet,  with

God’s help are possible. Faith, Jesus says, is like the small mustard seed, 725 to 760 mustard

seeds weigh only one gram. Yet,  a mustard shrub can be rather invasive like weeds in a

garden.  As  I  thought  about  these  Bible  passages  all  emphasising  the  gift  of  faith,  I  was
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reminded of the following story, told by Pastor Wm. R. White, which he calls “The Noon Bible

Study.”

   The people of Blackhawk, Wisconsin, though not opposed to controversy, are not really

accustomed to it. With only one school, one major restaurant (Little Oslo), and one theatre in

this town of 3,000, there is very little to debate. People don’t even argue about religion since

eight of the twelve churches with a Blackhawk address are Norwegian Lutheran.

   At First Lutheran, the largest of the two Lutheran churches in the Blackhawk city limits,

Harold Hauge,  a  quiet  cautious man,  has  managed to  avoid all  open conflict  during the

eighteen years that he has served as pastor. Harold is known as “The Great Peacemaker” to

his friends.

   David Zwanziger, the pastor at “the other Lutheran church,” officially known as Maple

Street Lutheran, is a man of much different spirit. He is as bold as Harold is cautious. Since

the day of his arrival three years ago, fresh from seminary, he has challenged the old ways.

His mere presence challenged a time-honoured tradition of Norwegian pastoral leadership

and raised one significant question among many Blackhawk residents: “How did a German

with the name of Zwanziger end up in our community?” Some people believe it a part of the

Lutheran Church’s affirmative action program.

   About six months ago David talked Harold into co-leading a Men’s Bible Study once a

week. His proposal was to study the lessons for the following Sunday. When they couldn’t

agree which church ought to be host, Moose Davis invited them to meet in the back room of

his restaurant, Little Oslo, each Thursday.

   At first the idea of a joint Men’s Bible Study seemed strange because everyone knew the two

pastors were as different as fire and ice. The group started small, but what appeared as a

disadvantage soon started attracting crowds. Though it was painful for him, Harold Hauge

felt forced to take issue with a number of David’s crazy new ideas. The two pastors disagreed

so often that people started coming in big numbers just to listen to the arguments. Before

long, women also started coming, forcing the churches to officially change the name to the

Noon  Bible  Study.  Unofficially  everyone,  including  the  women,  still  call  it  “Men’s  Bible

Study.”

   One Thursday the study focused on Luke 17, the gospel for this Sunday.
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   Roger Trygestad, a farmer, who many think is a frustrated preacher, frequently stands up

and gives a little sermon. Holding his Bible in the air like Billy Graham, he usually says

something like,  “If  we only had a bit  more faith, if  we all just believed more, everything

would be okay.” Most people also think that this is basically the same message Harold Hauge

preaches, but that Roger is a better public speaker. Last Thursday he was true to form. He

jumped to his feet and held forth about the importance of faith. As he spoke he waved his

Bible above his head, swinging it back and forth like it was made of rubber. This time he

hadn’t gone very far when the young pastor interrupted. 

   “Roger, I think you are missing the point of this story.” The farmer swung around and for a

moment  his  fierce  grey  eyes  blazed  at  the  minister.  “Read  verses  five  and  six  of  the

seventeenth chapter of Luke,” David continued. “After the disciples listen to what Jesus says

they get all worked up and say, ‘Make our faith greater.’ Jesus then told them that even a little

bit of faith can work wonders. Even faith as small as a mustard seed can tear up trees. The

disciples were using their lack of faith as an excuse for not following Jesus and he says, ‘You

have plenty of faith, you just aren’t acting on it. It isn’t a matter of not having enough faith, it

is a matter of doing something with what you have.’”

   Roger was about to launch into a counterattack when Moose Davis said that if anyone

wanted dessert they should pass their plates down to the end of the table.  Pastor Hauge,

already shaken over all the controversy, used this as an opportunity to quiet things down. He

spoke, without taking a breath,  saying things like,  “Everyone sure has had a lot to think

about” and “There is still one more part to the text that talks about servants doing their jobs

and then not getting a lot of thanks for it.” He then reminded everyone that they were all just

to say, “We are ordinary servants; we have only done our duty.” He explained that the apple

pie they were about to eat had come from Selmer Torgerson’s orchard and that Bernice had

made it fresh that morning, and that normally she was embarrassed whenever anyone said

she was a great cook. “Maybe,” he concluded, “Bernice is like those that see cooking and

helping as what they ought to do and don’t expect thanks.” Then he asked everyone to bow

their heads, and he closed with prayer before another argument broke out.
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   The following Thursday, Moose had to set up three more tables. People who came for the

first time said they were told by friends that the “Noon Bible Study,” was the best show in

town.1       

   May we continue to celebrate the gift of faith by serving others. 

1 An abridged version of: Wm. R. White, Stories for the Gathering: A Treasury for Christian Storytellers (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 1997), pp. 67-71.

4


