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Scripture: Micah 6:1-8; Matthew 5:1-12 
 
 

What is the center of faith? Is it the motions we go through to express our devotion? Is it 
a set of prayers or gestures, doctrines and creeds? In the ancient world it was believed that 
sacrifices and prayers were more than just symbols. They were necessary to ensure God’s 
satisfaction, or keep God’s wrath at bay. Many religions once believed that such actions kept the 
universe in balance; they were the only thing standing between creation and its destruction. 
 

But even among the ancients that view wasn’t universally accepted. Many of the prophets 
berated the temple priests who seemed to think the institution they controlled was all that was 
needed to please God. If you read the whole book of Micah you’ll find that the problem has to do 
with the threat of Assyria, a super power to the north, swooping in to swallow up Israel. The 
leaders, especially the religious officials, claim there’s nothing to worry about because God 
cannot allow them to fall. But Micah sees disaster coming because the leadership has ignored 
their responsibilities to the poor.  
 

That’s why in this passage we find the people on trial before God. God puts the question 
to them, wondering how things have gone so wrong: “O, my people, what have I done to you? In 
what have I wearied you?” And then proceeds to remind them of Exodus and their liberation 
across the desert from other kings who tried to harm them. And Micah responds on behalf of the 
people with a typical expression of devotion. “How much is enough?” they ask. And do you see 
how it escalates: calves a year old, thousands of rams, ten thousands of rivers of oil, even to the 
extreme of offering “my firstborn…for the sin of my soul?”  
 

That’s all they seem to understand. It’s a cosmic transaction; they’re bartering with God. 
And raising the bar higher and higher to the point of absurdity. They don’t seem to know any 
other way of relating to God. It’s all material as if God has some need of wealth and riches the 
way we do.  
 

We are utterly enthralled by outward expressions of wealth and power. We measure a 
person’s value by their portfolio or their influence. We want our leaders to talk tough and we’re 
only interested in the elite running for office. There’s a reason why our system requires so much 
money to run a campaign even though the voters themselves are struggling. We tend to believe 
that if someone is wealthy they must be worthy. That’s not just an American value, or a modern 
one, it’s been with us a long time. 
 

In the first century when Jesus taught, those values were part of the Roman ethos. Many 
in Judea were happy to adopt them and cooperated with the occupiers. As a result a number of 
factions developed to criticize the leadership, especially the temple priests. Some did that by 
secluding themselves and renouncing society altogether. Others, though, wanted to honor the 
temple system, the religion, while also calling the population to a deeper devotion that was 
rooted in Torah. These were the Pharisees.  



 
The Pharisees have been given a pretty bad rap by Christians. The gospels all portray 

them as the main opponents of Jesus. In fact, although we don’t know much about them, what we 
do know suggests they taught a very similar wisdom to what Jesus taught. One of the more 
famous Pharisees, Rabbi Hillel who was roughly a contemporary of Jesus, emphasized many of 
the same values, using words almost identical to Jesus’. I don’t think there’s anything paralleling 
the Beatitudes in the Hillel tradition, but I suspect he would have agreed with them. 
 

In the Beatitudes Jesus is calling the people back from the values of Rome to embrace 
their core values as Jews. He does this by standing the world on its head. We’ve normally 
translated the word Jesus uses in each of these sayings as “blessed.” But it seems to me that word 
has been watered down too much in our culture. Too often people say they’re blessed when they 
really mean they’re lucky. A more fitting translation of the word might be “honored” or 
“esteemed.” What Jesus is saying is in God’s kingdom there is a new status conferred on those 
whose lives contradict the values of the world.  
 

In our world might makes right, the meek are considered weak and are rejected. But in 
God’s kingdom the meek have the final say. In our world those who mourn are ignored; we’d 
much rather hear stories of success than loss. But in God’s kingdom those who mourn are 
embraced and supported. In our world warriors are rewarded and peacemakers are considered 
dupes. But in God’s kingdom peacemakers are God’s own children.  
 

We can hear in Jesus’ words an echo of Micah who was also calling his people back to 
their roots, back to what really matters. They were relying on religion to somehow protect them 
from their actions, as if God could be manipulated into favoring them regardless of what they 
had done. Micah reminds them what the covenant is all about. It’s not about rituals and 
doctrines, prayers and sacrifices; it’s about a way of living: doing justice, loving kindness and 
walking humbly with God. Those phrases form the foundation on which Jesus builds his 
ministry. We can see how everything he says in the beatitudes springs from Micah’s distillation 
of Torah.  
 

But what does all of this mean for us? What are we being called away from and back to? 
It seems to me we’re being called away from putting our faith in mantras like “America first” 
and back to deeper sense of our responsibility in the world. We’re being called away from 
placing a ban on refugees entering the country and back to our identity as a place of refuge for 
the world. We’re being called away from attempts to divide us along lines of race or religion or 
sexual orientation and back to our values of fairness, trust and acceptance. We’re being called 
away from a growing disdain for the poor and back to a desire to lift the poor and eradicate 
poverty. 
 

For over twenty years we’ve been told our country is locked in a culture war. But I think 
it’s more a clash of values. It’s similar in some ways to the clash we find in scripture between 
those who believe Israel should be isolated and insulated from the world and those who believe 
Israel is God’s gift to the world and should welcome all who are longing for a new life. In a war 
it’s winner take all, but this clash of values is ongoing, like a pendulum swinging one way then 



another.  
 

The tradition of the prophets and the teachings of Jesus swing me toward openness and 
acceptance, toward justice and humility. When we do justice and love kindness, then we can hold 
in honor those who are poor in spirit, those who mourn, those who hunger for what’s right and 
we can find ourselves among them. We can discover our true calling beyond our rituals and 
prayers, our creeds and doctrines. We can live in ways that really matter, allowing God to use us 
to make a difference in the world.  
 

Amen 


