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I wonder how many of you have ever had the chance to participate in a “bring your 
child to work” day at your place of employment.  I’m sure you know the concept.  
The underlying idea, of course, is that by following you around for a day your child 
will understand what it is you do for a living.  As the revered Yankee catcher Yogi 
Berra once said, “You can observe a lot just by watching.” 
 
If you’re a lawyer, for example, at the end of the day, your son or daughter will 
understand what it means to be a lawyer – what it is that lawyers do.  Similarly, if 
you are a bricklayer, a doctor, or even, I guess, a minister, your child will have a 
much better idea of what it means to be a bricklayer, a doctor, or a minister after 
spending the day watching what you do, as opposed to just hearing about what 
you were supposed to be doing.   
 
So, here’s a question that it is good for us to engage from time to time.  If 
someone were to, say, come here from another galaxy, and follow us around for a 
day, at the end of the day, what would they say that a Christian does?  What 
would our activities tell them about what it means to be a Christian?  What exactly 
is it that a Christian does? 
 
I would venture to say that there is a large body of Christians for whom that 
question might not be particularly important, and still more for whom it would make 
no sense at all.  Whether it is important or not depends upon the degree to which 
our conception of what defines a Christian is just a matter of what you happen to 
believe.  There is some basis for the view that it is.  The well-known John 3:16 
does say that whoever believes in God’s only begotten Son shall have eternal life.  
I believe that’s true.  But is it enough? 
 
The understanding that is the foundation of the faith of United Methodists, and 
millions of other Methodists of various stripes around the world says it isn’t.  What 
you believe is important.  But what is equally important is how what we believe 
informs what we do.   Jesus talked about eternal life, but said he also came to 
bring “abundant life.” This suggests, at least to me, that for Jesus doing was as 
important as believing. 
  
This interconnectedness between belief and behavior is reflected in most of what 
we do in here.  A good example is the ceremony we share in when we welcome 
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new members into our congregation.  It begins with a “profession of faith” – a 
statement of what we believe.  But the “meat” is in the vows we take.  They are a 
call to action – to uphold the church with prayers, presence, gifts, service and 
witness.  This is good, as far as it goes.  But getting back to the question at hand, 
if we were serious about upholding those vows, what should our hypothetical 
visitor from another galaxy expect to see us doing? 
 
In worship, we often read from the Hebrew Bible.  We call this the “Old 
Testament,” the story of the religion of the Israelites where we Christians have our 
roots.  The Hebrews had a pretty clear shared understanding of the behaviors that 
identified them.  They were defined by God’s countless laws.  But Christ changed 
all that.  The Apostle Paul tells us in his letter to the Romans that Christ came to 
be “the end of the law, that every one who has faith may be justified.” (Romans 
10:4)  
 
It’s not that Christ did not claim authority as a lawgiver.  Christ emphasized the 
greatest commandment from the Hebrew scriptures: "You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…  And a 
second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” (Matt 37-39)   Now this 
is all well and good, but does it seem to you to lack some specificity?  Does “love 
your neighbor” often seem scant guidance in the moral decisions you face daily?  
Have you ever left church, fresh from having had your spiritual batteries 
recharged, full of love for God and neighbor, looked out and seen the same age-
old array of problems in the real world, and the same difficult people, and said to 
yourself, “What do I do now?” 
 
This is really the central question in today’s Old Testament reading from the book 
of Micah.  One of the reasons that this has always been one of my favorite Old 
Testament passages is that it is as close as I think you can come in the Bible to a 
definition of what it means to live your life as a person of God.   
 
The passage from Micah uses a fascinating literary device.  I hope you could pick 
it out as you listened to it.  What’s happening here is a trial.  God is the plaintiff, 
and the prosecuting attorney.  And God’s people are the ones on trial for the 
things they have done.  They are also on trial for things they have not done.  God 
orders the people to “rise,” and to “plead [their] case before the mountains.”  God 
demands to know what He has done that they treat Him with such indifference.  
God reminds them that He has redeemed them from slavery in Egypt, sent them 
great leaders, and saved them from others who would seek to do them harm.   
 
The second part of the reading is really the people’s response to God.  And how 
do the people of God defend themselves from God’s charges?  They don’t even 
try.  They respond like small children who have been caught red-handed by mom 
or dad.  And like small children, their primary interest is not so much how their 
behavior needs to change as it is how they can avoid punishment.  The people 
say, “What do you want, Lord?  More rituals, more sacrifices? If I give up my first-
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born, will it atone for the sin of my soul?”  Our modern equivalent might be, 
“Should I go to church more often?” 
 
The prophet gives them and us the answer.  God does not want more shallow 
displays of personal piety. God does not want sacrifice, unless it is the sacrifice of 
our cruelty, injustice, arrogance, and self-absorption.  God has already told us 
what is good in His eyes.  Act justly. Love mercy. And walk humbly with your God. 
 
Micah actually has these listed in reverse order.  The most important of the three – 
in fact, the one on which the other two depend, is to walk humbly with God.  We 
must desire to live in relationship with God, but this metaphoric walk must be one 
where God is the one in charge.  We must try to see all creation through the eyes 
of God, with a humility born out of the comprehension that we are inherently no 
better or worse than any of God’s “other” children.  
 
Jesus doesn’t use this language today, but that’s the essence of his message in 
the discourse that we all know as “The Beatitudes.”  Listen to the list of people 
who are blessed.  The poor in spirit.  The meek.  Those who are mourning.  The 
ones who are persecuted.  The kingdom is not going to belong to the people with a 
secure sense of their own righteousness, but to those with a healthy sense of their 
own imperfection.  The blessings will be for those who are struggling to get their 
spiritual lives in order.   
The kingdom will belong to us, but only when we realize that Jesus isn’t aiming the 
Beatitudes to “those poor people over there.”  He is talking to us.  He is talking 
about us.  We will be blessed when we grasp the depth of our own need to walk 
constantly with God – to walk humbly with God.  
 
If we are walking humbly with God, the rest sort of falls into place.  If we are doing 
that, then we will love mercy.  Of course, when Micah tells us to “love” mercy, he is 
not saying that we should admire it as some kind of abstract idea, but that we 
should practice it.  We tend to use the word “mercy” narrowly in our modern 
English as a synonym for “clemency.”  But the word in the original Hebrew has a 
much more powerful definition.  That word, chesed, is one of the most important 
and meaning-rich words in the Hebrew Bible. It appears 247 times.  It has a 
relational meaning that is difficult to capture in direct translation to English, and 
times means mercy, compassion, pity, concern, grace, tolerance, sympathy and 
favor. In fact, what it describes is perfect and unconditional love -- the essence of 
the covenantal love that God has for us. 
 
Thus, what the prophet is implying with his word choice is just this -- that by God’s 
perfect love for us, God has modeled the manner in which we are each called to 
respond to that love.  As part of a creation literally “loved into being” by its creator, 
each of us is a person of infinite value, and deserves to be treated that way. 
Justice is simply the minimal manifestation of that realization.  And acting justly is 
merely living out our understanding of the sacred worth of all people. 
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Here, in Micah, the relationship with God is made inseparable from acting justly 
and giving mercy, in all its forms, to those around us.  To love God must be to do 
God’s will.  When Jesus characterizes the great commandment as to love God 
and to love neighbor, he is reinforcing this dual reality in the life of faith.  The 
words of Micah provide us with the context for living another one of Jesus’ 
commands, one we’ve all known since we were children: “Do unto others.”  But not 
only as we would have them do unto us.  As God has already done unto us. 
 
Walk humbly with God.  Love mercy.  Act justly.  That’s what God wanted from 
Israel, His people, then.  It’s what God wants from us, His people, today.  
 
It’s what people of God do. 


