
A Disciple’s Job 
 

Luke 9: 37-43 

 
37 On the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met him. 
38 Just then a man from the crowd shouted, “Teacher, I beg you to look at my son; he is my 

only child. 39 Suddenly a spirit seizes him, and all at once he shrieks. It convulses him until 

he foams at the mouth; it mauls him and will scarcely leave him. 40 I begged your disciples 

to cast it out, but they could not.” 41 Jesus answered, “You faithless and perverse 

generation, how much longer must I be with you and bear with you? Bring your son 

here.” 42 While he was coming, the demon dashed him to the ground in convulsions. But 

Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, and gave him back to his father. 43 And 

all were astounded at the greatness of God.  

 
In college, during summers, I worked as a roofer. It’s a job I can’t say I really miss. My boss was 
a guy everyone called Sargent Dan for obvious reasons. Sgt. Dan was known for his militaristic 
style with his workers. He expected things to be done proficiently and efficiently. There were 
even rumors floating around that he once tossed someone off the roof. Sgt. Dan was willing to 
teach, but he didn’t like to tell his employees things more than once. Once someone got on his 
bad side and he yelled at all of us, “How much longer must I put up with you all!” I always think 
of Sgt. Dan when reading this story of Jesus with his disciples. After Sgt. Jesus comes down the 
mountain of transfiguration, we hear him saying the same thing after the disciples ineffectively 
help a child with an unclean spirit. Jesus looks at the disciples and says, “How much longer must 
I put up with you all?” 
 
Start by wondering, what makes Jesus so grumpy? He says some pretty harsh things, doesn’t 
he? “How much longer must I put up with you faithless and perverse generation?” Yikes! He’s 
not acting very Christian-like, is he? It’s not like the disciples weren’t trying their best. It’s not 
like they were exorcist experts. After all, how many people do we know these days who have 
the talent of doing miracle work? Scholars scratch their heads on this one. Some say the boy 
has epilepsy. Others focus on the stigma attached. But they don’t spend much time on why 
Jesus is angry. It’s opaque. One thing is clear, however: there is something to a disciple’s job 
description that the group isn’t getting. So what is it? 
 
When we look closer there are a couple hints which might give us a clue. Jesus says, they are 
being faithless and perverse. In the Greek “faithless” obviously means “outside of faith” but 
perverse is the word diestrammene and it comes from two words: dia which means “by” and 
strepho which means “to twist.” The word is also used when Jesus twists his body around to 
look at someone. It is what we do in the pews when we pass the peace. Or when we are doing 
yoga. We twist around. You see, the disciples are twisting their understanding of who they are 
to be. They are misinterpreting what they are to do as followers of Jesus.  
 
Well, we might wonder what Jesus would say about his disciples today. How often have we 
seen disciples using the gospel in a twisted way? Most of us grew up that we were to believe 
Jesus died for our sins. And once we believe in personal salvation, the disciples job description 



is to convert others into that same mode of thinking as well. There was a focus on saving the 
soul, while ignoring the body. We’ve said, “In God we trust” while being faithless to the poor. 
We’ve aligned the gospel with American exceptionalism and white supremacy and colonialism 
in the name of getting to heaven. But it has been a distortion of who the church is to be. It’s 
diestrammene. The disciples have twisted who they are and who they are to be. 
 
So what exactly is a disciple’s job description then? Alice Miller, the child psychologist, once 
called “enlightened witnesses,” or what we would call disciples, people who through kindness 
and tenderness and focused attentive love return people to themselves. I believe that is what 
we are all called to do, whether a friend, or stranger, or enemy. And we do this because we all 
believe in a common truth. Here’s the truth: you are exactly who God in mind when God made 
you. I know it isn’t the “turn or burn” message we’ve absorbed. But what if the fullness of our 
healing power, the core of our human potential, rests in how much be become that truth and 
walk that truth and combat systems which threaten that truth. After all, healed people heal 
people. And so I wonder if the disciples can’t help the child because they haven’t quite yet 
understood that God’s kindness and tenderness and focused attentive love could heal them 
and flow through them to others.  
 
So what if a disciple’s job is simply to return someone to themselves? To peel away all the 
messages of shame and disgrace which hold us down and possess us and get in the way of the 
truth that we are indeed who God had in mind when God created us? There is a Jesuit priest 
who works with gang members. He was in his office one day when Lisa came through the door 
and sat down. Lisa is a famous street person and lady of the night. A tattooed heroine addict, 
an ex-convict, a lost soul. She’s known as always fighting and screaming and convulsing from 
withdrawals. You would often hear her screaming as she’s kicked out of the bar, or on a 
payphone pleading with someone to spend the night or help her. There she is, sitting in the 
priest’s office when she launches in: “I really need some help. I’ve been to rehab in all 50 states. 
I’ve been in and out of slammers. I’ve been an addict since I can remember. And I’ve been 
trying to get clean ever since the first moment I began.” Then she gets quiet as her eyes begin 
to flood like ponds spilling over. She levels her gaze and says, “I am such a disgrace!” 
 
The priest says that suddenly her shame met his own, because when she first stopped into the 
office that afternoon, he had mistaken her for an interruption. And in that moment his 
perception was twisted. He could not offer healing or grace or hope until he returned her to the 
truth: that she is exactly who God had in mind when God created her.  
 
Ironically, when we do our job of returning people to themselves, we are returned to ourselves 
as well. The moment is shared, the healing is mutual. Lent is a time when we can ask: what’s in 
the way of our ability to heal or be healed? What layers must we peel back to uncover our 
foundational truth: that we are exactly who God had in mind when God created us? That we 
are Jesus’ disciples: enlightened witnesses who through kindness and tenderness and focused 
attentive love return people to themselves. And any other way we think we are to be… well, it 
is twisted. Amen. 


