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require of you, you who have been mercifully saved by God’s love?  Our 
relationship with God entails many expectations: doing justice, loving 
mercy, and walking humbly with our God. A few years ago some theolog-
ical students at Harvard are preparing for ministry and are enduring their 
final examination on this topic, “Kant’s Moral Imperative.” Kant is 
spelled, “K A N T,” and he was a French moral philosopher. The final ex-
am for this class gave the students two hours to write their philosophy 
with a ten-minute break in the middle. The students wrote furiously for 
fifty five minutes. Then the bell rang; the students all took a break and 
went out into the hallway. There in the hallway was another student, not 
part of their class, sitting humped up on the floor, disheveled, looking 
like a mess. The theological students were busy in conversation with 
each other, getting a drink of water, taking a bathroom break, and quick-
ly go back to the classroom for the second hour of writing their philoso-
phy of what it meant to be a moral human being. Weeks later, the theo-
logical students received their test results: they had all failed the exam. 
They thought that their test was what they wrote for two hours in the 
classroom. The professor meanwhile was standing out in the hallway 
during the ten-minute break and grading them on who approached the 
man humped down on the floor.  Not a single student approached the 
man.  No one even spoke. 
 
The prophet Micah encourages us to have our actions match our think-
ing and our words:  “Do justice.  Love mercy.  Walk humbly with God.”   
True story.  The queen of the Belgians visited Poland while Poland was 
still under communist rule. Everywhere she went she was accompanied 
by a guard of the secret police. Since she was a Catholic, she often 
attended mass. On one occasion while she was kneeling in prayer, she 
noticed that the guard standing beside her was moving his lips and say-
ing the prayers. She was surprised and asked him, "Oh, are you a Catho-
lic?" to which he responded, "I believe but I don't practice." She couldn’t 
help but following up by asking, "Then are you a Communist?" to which 
he answered, "I practice, but I don't believe."  
(Story by Rev. Daniel Vestal, http://day1.org/484-
a_rediscovery_of_biblical_religion) 
 
What does the Lord require of us?  To believe and to practice, to practice 
and to believe as we do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our 
God. 
To God be the glory.  Amen. 



is giving away turkeys to the poor, and charity is giving prayers for hun-
gry children. Justice is working to change the laws so that it is illegal for 
little children to work in the mines. Justice is working for the little peo-
ple of our society and world, working for the widow, fatherless, or-
phans, poor, hungry, stranger, needy, weak and oppressed, so they get 
their fair share, that they are treated with fairness.  (Rev. Edward 
Markquart, “What Does the Lord Require of You? http://
www.sermonsfromseattle.com/series_a_micah.htm) Poet and author 
Wendell Berry says, “justice that is not framed by love creates a down-
wardly spiraling society of anger, hate, and brutality.  Relationships—
family, neighborhood, and community—simply will not work without a 
framework of justice that is massaged and confined by mercy” (Ibid, 
496).   
 
Micah calls all of us to do with passion the work of justice with a deep 
love of mercy along the way.  “Do justice.  Love mercy.  Walk humbly 
with your God.” Micah 4:2 says, “Let’s go to the mountain of the Lord 
so that God may teach us God’s ways and we may walk in God’s 
paths!”  In those very words you and I can hear echoes of an early 
teaching in Scripture, from Deuteronomy 26:17: “Today you have 
affirmed that the Lord will be your God and that you will walk in God’s 
ways and follow God’s regulations, God’s commandments; and God’s 
case laws, and that you will obey God’s voice.” What does it mean for 
you and for me to walk in the ways of God?  In the 1990s, a colleague 
in ministry visited Calcutta, India to learn from the ministry and wit-
ness of Catholic nun Mother Teresa whose primary ministry was to 
gather the poorest of the poor dying on the streets and living in filth, 
clean them, and tenderly caring for them until death, offering them 
the dignity of mercy and the holiness of love.  He said before he left, 
she gave her “business card” that had these words on it: 
 
The fruit of silence is prayer.  
The fruit of prayer is faith.  
The fruit of faith is love.  
The fruit of love is service.  
The fruit of service is peace. 
 
So many have gone before us who are clear about what the Lord re-
quires of them as they walked humbly with God.  What does the Lord 
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“What the Lord Requires” 
As Guinness tells a story about a furniture factory in communist Russia 
where stealing was so bad that guards were posted at every exit. One 
day a worker exited the factory with a wheelbarrow full of sawdust and 
shavings. The guard stopped him and said, "What do you have in that 
wheelbarrow, comrade?" to which the worker replied, "There's nothing 
in here but sawdust and shavings." "OK," he said, "dump it out."  
Sure enough, there was nothing in there but sawdust and shavings. Well, 
this went on day after day with the same routine, the same questions 
and answers, the same dumping out of sawdust on the floor. Finally, the 
guard became frustrated and could stand it no more. He said to the 
worker, "Look, I know you're stealing, and you know you're stealing. If 
you tell me what you're stealing, I promise I won't arrest you." The work-
er smiled and said, "Wheelbarrows, comrade. Wheelbarrows." He was 
stealing right before his eyes. (Story by Rev. Daniel Vestal, http://
day1.org/484-a_rediscovery_of_biblical_religion) 
 
What injustices are happening in our lives right before our very eyes?  If 
you were to make a list, what would be on it?  Equal rights?  Equal pay 
for equal work?  Race?  Poverty and income inequality (rich getting rich-
er and poor getting poorer)?  Would your list say anything about 
healthcare?  In what ways might your faith inform the list? 
 
As I shared in the introduction to our lesson today, Micah looks around 
the community and sees many examples of injustices.  Faith plays a cen-
tral role in the observation, and it is his God-given job to criticize the 
people for what they are doing wrong and to find ways to energize God’s 
people for a brighter future.  (Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imag-
ination). Some people look at this scene from the Bible and imagine it to 
be like a courtroom where Micah is God’s lead prosecuting attorney 
against the whole sinful nation of Israel.  Old Testament scholar Terence 
Fretheim warns against this singular approach.  “The fundamental issue 
at stake between God and Israel,” he says, “has to do with a relationship 
that needs close attention” (www.workingpreacher.org).   
 



You and I are invited today to set aside the courtroom imagery for 
something a bit warmer and more relational.  Maybe a couch in the 
den where God is reaching out to those who have done wrong with 
the tender love of a parent? We do not know exactly what the people 
have done, but God as our loving parent, asks Israel, the troubled chil-
dren, to lay it all out on the table, describing what God has done that 
would merit such ill feelings and behavior towards God?   
 
Here we see God engaging in dialogue with God’s children, and it ful-
fills a pattern that begins with Abraham in Genesis and carries on 
through Moses in Exodus.  God engages people and reaches out to 
them about their concerns.  God does not threaten them or dismiss 
their complaining because they dare question God.  Instead, and ra-
ther brilliantly, I believe, God gives the people many reasons as to why 
they (and we) should be appreciative of God’s activity in their lives 
even though life is difficult.  God walks them through various scenes 
where God saves them, loves them, cares for them, and forgives them.  
Why?  “That they and we may know the saving acts of the 
Lord” (Micah 6:5).  We might call it sacred remembering, and I like to 
think of worship each week as a time to remember the sacred, saving 
acts of God.  This is not a time for me to use a Bible to beat up on you 
because you have made mistakes.  No, it is a time to invite your re-
membering of who God is, of how much God loves us, and to encour-
age us to learn from the past and keep reaching for a better future.   
 
We all know we are sinners.  We all fall short of God’s commandments.  
We miss the mark.  We don’t live up to the glory of God and to the ho-
ly name of Jesus, right?  So what should we do to get back into God’s 
good graces?  What can we do when the divide between a sinful peo-
ple and a holy God is so wide and deep?  We are not the first to ask 
this question! Micah tells us so clearly, and it has nothing to do with 
making a better offering or writing a check or anything like that: “Do 
justice.  Love mercy.  Walk humbly with your God.” Those three ac-
tions—do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly—are so surprising to 
me.  Are you surprised by them?    Think about it.  If we are to do jus-
tice that means we must look for and expose the injustice in the world.  
I don’t know about you, but when I come across injustice—something 
that is not right—I don’t want to be kind.  I want to destroy the injus-
tice and make things right.  I want to play police, judge, jury, and may-
be even God!  How about you? This aspect of the lesson reminds me of 
two stories about two different women, the latter more serious than 

the first.  Once a woman goes to a professional photographer to have a 
nice picture taken, and after her pictures, she said to the photogra-
pher, "These pictures don't do me justice." "Madam," the photogra-
pher said, "you don't need justice; you need mercy!"  I have certainly 
felt that way after many a picture! 
 
On a more serious note, the woman in my next story said very honest-
ly, “Justice is a two edged sword for me.  I like to receive mercy, but I 
struggle showing it.  Why?  ‘Because to be in a position to show mercy 
means that you have been wronged, and thus are in a position of pow-
er.  You have the right to exact a price.  To give mercy means that you 
relinquish your advantage, even your control, over a situation and a 
person who has wronged you.  That is why I hate to give mercy.”  (The 
Lectionary Commentary, Old Testament Lessons, Ibid, 494-495).  
It feels so good to receive mercy, and often when we pray for justice 
aren’t we really praying for and expecting mercy?  Would any of us 
really want the justice from God we deserve?  No!  Instead, God de-
lights in giving us the mercy we need.  Don’t you think the same is true 
at home in your relationships, with your spouse, with your children, 
with your parents, and with your loved ones?  What about with your 
colleagues at work and with your neighbors?  Imagine how better our 
relationships and lives could be if we cared less about keeping score, if 
we spent more time on giving and receiving mercy, than on meeting 
out justice.   A friend who is a therapist reminded me of something 
recently, “We become what we choose to focus on.”  What are you 
focusing on?  What are you becoming?  Where can you become more 
merciful? 
 
I love the story from Charles Dicken’s England some two hundred years 
ago. At that time, many twelve year-old boys were working below in 
the coal mines, down in the cold mine shafts. Their life was miserable 
but that is what was expected of the little boys in England at that time: 
a life of work in the coal mines beginning at age twelve. The church 
would offer presents at Christmas time to the little boys working away 
in the coal mines and turkeys for the poor families to eat. The church 
would offer prayers for the little boys working away in the coal mines. 
One day, the law was changed so that little boys could no longer work 
in the coal mines and the law insisted that they go to school instead of 
go to the coal mines to work. Mercy is giving Christmas presents at 
Christmas for the disadvantaged children in the coal mines, and charity 


