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The text we hear this morning from the prophet Micah is one of the most well known in
Hebrew scriptures, the Jewish testament—and certainly one of the most quoted among
Jewish and Christian activists for justice and peace.

It is a text, STILL, for these times. Seen on countless protest signs around the country over
the past month, the past year. Verse 8, per the bulletin cover: “God has told you, O
mortal, what is good, and what does the HOLY ONE require of you but to do justice and

to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God?g”
Do justice. Love kindness. Walk humbly.

What is LESS well known about this text is that the CONtext, the scene, is a courtfroom.

And it is God’s people who are on frial.

Micah is, in effect, the attorney representing the plaintiff, none other than God. This is
actually a common literary device used by the prophets.

Nature itself, the mountains and the hills, function as the jury—in the same way that
they, along with the rest of Creation, function as a jury in the case of human-propelled
climate change. Only in that case, Creation is also the plaintiff.

“Hear what the HOLY ONE says: ‘Rise, plead your case before the mountains, and let

"

the hills hear your voice.

The same mountains and hills we find in Isaiah singing God'’s praises, the trees of the
field clapping their hands as we regularly sing together, are here called to cast
judgment—witnesses to the “controversy” between God and God's people. Withesses
to the violation of covenant by God's people.

Along with Isaiah, Amos and Hosea, Micah was one of the four Hebrew prophets
operating in the 8th century BCE. Unlike Isaiah, who came from aristocracy, Micah
belonged to the laboring class. What we know about him is what little detail is included
in this book that bears his name.



The book itself alternates between oracles of doom and salvation. And needless to say,
our reading this morning falls into the “*doom” category, proposed judgment against
the Israelites for abandoning the covenant and persisting with corruption, exploitation
and injustice: “Hear, you mountains, the case of the HOLY ONE, and you enduring
foundations of the earth, for the HOLY ONE has a case against God's people ..."

For God'’s part, taking the stand, the tone is bewilderment: “O my people, what have |
done to you? In what have | wearied you?2 Answer me! For | brought you up from the
land of Egypt, and redeemed you from the house of slavery; and | sent before you

Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.”
Why do you keep doing thise

For the people’s part, the response is a desperate plea to avoid judgment: “With what
shall | come before the HOLY ONE and bow myself down before God on highe Shall |
come before God with burnt offerings, with calves a year old¢ Will the HOLY ONE be
pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil¢ Shall | give my

firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?g"

The collective response to those questions, of course, is a resounding “No!” As God's
legal counsel, Micah reminds the defendants what they ALREADY know about the

covenant.

He sums it up simply enough, the 613 commandments of Mosaic Law: “God has told
you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the HOLY ONE require of you but to do
justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your Gode”

THAT is Micah’s closing argument, and it contfinues to echo through the generations. A
spiritual mic drop. If, IF you remember nothing else about the covenant, about the law,
about what is GOOD, about what God requires, remember this. And live accordingly. If
you forget all other details about the covenant, about the law, about what is GOOD,
about what God requires, remember these. And live accordingly.

This is what GOODNESS looks like: Do justice. Love kindness. Walk humbly.



Jesus himself takes a page out of Micah's book. Not the courtroom part but the
summary of the covenant part, the streamlining of those 613 commandments of Mosaic
law. In Jesus' case, down to just two. We know this, of course.

In response to a question from the Pharisees—the self-proclaimed keepers of Jewish
low—about which commandment in the law is the greatest, he says, simply, concisely,
so they (and we) won't forget: “*You shall love God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your mind. This is the greatest and first commandment’ And a second is
like it: *You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all
the Law and the Prophets.”

On these TWO commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets. And on these TWO
commandments hang the Gospel.

That summary comes later in Jesus’' ministry. Our reading fromm Matthew comes early,
and it provides further clarity about what God requires, desires. What God considers
good. And in this case, what comes with God’s blessing.

Last week we heard Jesus’ first official teaching: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven
has come near.” This week we get his first sermon, his first extended teaching. Up on the
mountain like Moses, offering what we now know as the “Beatitudes.”

This so-called “Sermon on the Mount” is one of the most well known in Greek scriptures,
the Christian testament. It bears repeating.

"BLESSED are the poor in spirit, for theirs IS the kingdom of heaven.”
“BLESSED are those who mourn, for they WILL be comforted.”

“BLESSED are the meek (or the humble, in Micah's words), for they WILL inherit the
earth.”

“BLESSED are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they WILL be filled.”
Hunger and thirst for right relationship, for just relationship. And so for justice. Like their
lives depend on it.

“BLESSED are the merciful (or those who love and practice kindness, in Micah’s words),
for they WILL receive mercy.” Kindness.



“BLESSED are the pure in heart,” those whose hearts are open and soft.

“BLESSED are the peacemakers,” those who, as far as it depends on them, seek and

make peace.

And yes, BLESSED even are those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, right

relationship, for theirs is the kindom of heaven.

When you love God with all of yourself, and love your neighbor AS yourself, and—as
Jesus goes on to insist in this same Sermon on the Mount—love even your enemies, you
are blessed. The kindom of God belongs to you. The kingdom of God comes because

of you.
Goodness and blessing. If you remember nothing else ...

The Beatitudes are not a list—any more than Micah’s summary is—of things you need to
do in order to EARN God'’s blessing, God'’s favor. In order to avoid judgment. That's
what burnt offerings were about, and Micah and the prophets make clear that God is
not interested in such offerings.

Relationship with God, with each other as with ourselves, rooted in divine love, is NOT
TRANSACTIONAL. It's not about getting something in return for doing something, though
we know that so much of Christian tradition and to-this-day theology and practice

teaches otherwise.

The spiritual life, the life of faith, in covenant with God, is NOT about living a certain way,
saying or doing or believing certain things, IN ORDER TO receive God's blessing, to stay

on God's good side, to be “saved.”

It IS about covenant. About mutually committed relationship. The theological construct
of the Holy Trinity, whether you believe in it or noft, is a reminder of the relational nature
of God.

Jesus reminds us that we are ALREADY blessed when we are in right relationship with
God, with each other, with ourselves, even with our enemies. When we live our lives
grounded in divine love, with a humble and compassionate eye beyond ourselves

toward the common good.



Justice and kindness and peace are their own rewards, their own blessings. Just like
injustice and cruelty and violence are their own punishments, the cruel judgments we
bring down on each other by what we prioritize as a people.

And God knows, God knows, we have a lot to answer for as a people. God knows the
mountains and the hills, the trees of the field, are literally crying out in judgment—
witnesses against what we have prioritized, and continue to, as a people.

Goodness and blessing.

Frederick Buechner, reflecting on the text from Micah and note, substituting mercy for
kindness, writes that “Justice ... does not preclude mercy. It makes mercy possible.
Justice is the pitch of the roof and the structure of the walls. Mercy is the patter of rain
on the roof and the life sheltered by the walls. Justice is the grammar of things. Mercy is
the poetry of things.”

Justice and kindness, justice and mercy, go hand in hand. Their own rewards, their own
blessings, for a society built on constantly seeking—and restoring, Jubilee-style, as
needed—right relationship. Rooted in divine love.

Poetry in motion. Goodness and blessing.

And reflecting on Jesus' two-part summary of the commandments, William Sloane
Coffin once said, “If indeed we love (God) with all our hearts, minds, and strength, we
are going to have to stretch our hearts, open our minds, and strengthen our souls. ...
God cannot lodge in a narrow mind. God cannot lodge in a small heart. To
accommodate God, they must be palatial.”

The kindom of God, the goodness of God, the blessing of God, comes when we live
and love palatially. PALATIALLY!

Not as a reward but as a fulfilment of covenant.

The kindom of God, the goodness of God, the blessing of God, is right there—right here,
nearer than we think—waiting for us to claim it. Waiting for us do justice. Love kindness.
Walk humbly with our God. Waiting for us to love our God and love our neighbors as

ourselves.



When you get down to it, THAT is all that God requires. Nothing more and nothing less.
Goodness and blessing.

The prosecution rests its case.

May it be so.



