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We all like a good joke. Humour helps to lighten 

life and make bearable some situations we 

might otherwise find intolerable. Any joke told, 

or heard, has to be understood or it isn’t funny. 

It’s amazing how a joke is spoiled when it has 

to be explained. The humour disappears in the 

explanation. Jokes also vary with different 

cultures. What’s funny to one nationality is not 

funny to another. 

 

I’m sorry if you were waiting for me to tell a 

joke. It’s not me that tells the joke, it’s Jesus. 

You may be surprised to know that the 

beginning of today’s gospel is a joke. Jesus had 

a sense of humour. Unfortunately we miss his 

humour because we don’t understand his jokes. 

Our lack of understanding is also caused by the 

difference in nationality and in the difference in 

time. Jokes from 2000 years ago are very 

different from present day humour. And of 

course we need to have Jesus jokes explained to 

us and as a result the humour completely 

vanishes.  
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Nevertheless, let’s see what this joke is all 

about. It’s a joke known as hyperbole. This was 

a favourite device of Jesus which occurs often in 

the Gospels. Hyperbole is simply an 

exaggerated statement not meant to be taken 

literally. It’s a statement so exaggerated as to 

be stupid. In this joke Jesus in fact refers to the 

impossible.  The mulberry or sycamore tree was 

a very deep rooted tree. To uproot it was 

impossible. To plant such a tree in the sea is 

also impossible. Here there is a double 

impossibility.  

 

I can’t help feeling that this was a rather cruel 

response to the disciples’ request to Jesus for 

him to increase their faith. But of course there is 

many a true word spoken in jest and here we 

have one. The joke contains a truth. The 

disciples ask for their faith to be increased and 

Jesus reply suggests their faith is almost 

nonexistent. “If you had faith the size of a 



mustard seed” he says to them. He is implying 

the disciples didn’t even have a small amount. 

The mustard seed was the smallest of all seeds.  
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Jesus goes on to say that even with a small 

amount of faith they could achieve the 

impossible.  

 

“Increase our faith” has been the plea of many. 

Sometimes we still ask for that same increase 

for ourselves. What are we really asking for? We 

may think that to have faith means we have no 

doubts. But doubt is not the opposite of faith. 

Repeatedly in the gospels Jesus contrasts faith 

with fear. The opposite of faith is fear. It is fear 

which weakens our trust in God. It is fear which 

reduces our ability to be loyal to God.  

 

All of us have fears. Fear can be necessary to 

protect us from harm. However there are other 

fears which actually paralyse life. Fear can stop 

us doing things we want to do. When we are 

afraid we hinder ourselves, we hinder others 

and we hinder the action of God.  
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Consider what happens when we have a fear 

about our health and the possibility of sickness. 

When we fear illness we tend to become 

preoccupied with ourselves. The more we 

become self centred about our own well being 

the more isolated we may become from others. 

Anxiety about our own condition dominates our 

lives and the more anxious we feel, the more 

our fear increases.  

 

Another fear is that of being blamed or 

criticized by others. We don’t like to be 

criticised for it can make us feel unwanted or 

rejected. This fear may lead to lies to protect 

ourselves. We may make excuses so we cannot 

be blamed for things that go wrong. To avoid 

criticism we exaggerate our own importance. In 

order to gain relief from this fear we can easily 

slip into criticising others and be uncharitable 

about them.  
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There are many fears which assail us and hinder 

our life of faith. It is clear that to increase our 

faith we need to decrease our fearfulness so we 

might better live with trust in God and others. 

 

 Jesus answer to the disciples request suggests 

they had the ability to increase faith within their 

own power. The disciples are not to think of 

faith in terms of quantity, as if it were a 

commodity to be doled out. Faith is not about a 

positive attitude to life or a sense of self 

confidence. If it were to do with attitude then it 

could be looked at in terms of amount. But in 

the Gospel faith is usually related to God and 

God’s actions in Jesus. It is not so much what 

humans do or do not do. It is what the power of 

God’s love does. Faith is our openness to God’s 

power.  
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Even faith the size of a mustard seed could 

achieve the impossible. So why increase the size 

of faith. No it’s not about amount. The desire to 

increase faith in some ways shows a lack of 

faith in what God has already given us.  

 

We do in fact already have the gift of faith 

whether we want to see it as large or small. 

Remember, size does not matter. We show our 

faith every time we pray; every time we attend 

worship; whenever we act in love or forgiveness 

towards another; whenever we do our work as if 

in the sight of God. Faith is already present for 

there are many occasions when we show our 

trust; many times when we open ourselves to 

the power of God’s love. Our need is not to 

increase our faith. Our need is to believe that 

we already have faith. 
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Even more important than increasing our faith is 

the need to remain a loyal servant. Remaining 

loyal is an act of trust in itself and demonstrates 

faith. We are encouraged to believe that even 

with what we may consider a small faith we can 

still achieve great things. This is done through 

the power of God’s love acting through us. And 

it can be done with humour.  


