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6 Hear what the Lord says: 
    Rise, plead your case before the mountains, 
    and let the hills hear your voice. 
2 Hear, you mountains, the case of the Lord, 
    and you enduring foundations of the earth, 
for the Lord has a case against his people, 
    and he will contend with Israel. 
3 “O my people, what have I done to you? 
    In what have I wearied you? Answer me! 
4 For I brought you up from the land of Egypt 
    and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 
and I sent before you Moses, 
    Aaron, and Miriam. 
5 O my people, remember now what King Balak of Moab devised, 
    what Balaam son of Beor answered him, 
and what happened from Shittim to Gilgal, 
    that you may know the saving acts of the Lord.” 
What God Requires 
  
6 “With what shall I come before the Lord 
    and bow myself before God on high? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
    with calves a year old? 
7 Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, 
    with ten thousands of rivers of oil? 
Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, 
    the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” 
8 He has told you, O mortal, what is good, 
    and what does the Lord require of you 
but to do justice and to love kindness 
    and to walk humbly with your God? 

 -Updated New Revised Standard Version 

I wonder if any of you have seen Rob Bell’s short film called “Trees” in his Nooma series. 

One might think that a film called “Trees” would open up with a lovely shot of a sunlit forest or 

perhaps even one of those breathtaking shots of west coast Redwoods. But no, this film opens 

up with a still shot of an empty city lot, brown, and lifeless. A few tall buildings can be seen in 

the background, but in focus is only empty, dead space, a fence, some trash. You sit with this 

shot for a little while, a few cars zip by in front of the scene, one or two people may walk by- a 

few signs of life that seem so fleeting in this barren scene. Until a truck pulls up and stops. 
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There are two trees in the bed of the truck. A young man gets out of the truck and grabs a 

shovel out of the back of the truck and starts digging and talking. He basically mulls over the 

questions “What are we here for anyways? What’s the point? Everything is such a mess.”  

While many of us have times when we feel this way, this is the weekend for remembering 

and honoring veterans. And we know that too many veterans suffer severe depression and the 

rate of suicide among veterans is staggering. Men and women who directly witness and 

participate in war see just how messy the world is and just how broken human beings are and 

just how vulnerable human existence is. And too often when they get home they do not have 

adequate support for putting their lives together again.  

While veterans may be particularly able to attest to the mess of this world, all of us have 

times when we feel most aware of all that is broken and wrong with this world. Some days and 

weeks especially, eh? Every election cycle seems to get more brutal than the one before, and the 

results keep testifying to the deep division of our nation. The impact of climate change is 

revealing itself in increasingly horrifying ways.  The war in the Ukraine drags on.  Prices of 

basic necessities are still so high. So many desperate migrants at the border or refugees in 

camps and people living on the streets. Yes, some weeks we can feel overwhelmed by mess, 

chaos and confusion, death and destruction, and on weeks like this we can be tempted to let go 

of our faith or certainly of any sort of religious practice. The man in the film “Trees”, between 

the labored breaths of digging two holes, reflected on the distorted message about religion 

which is given so often. That being the idea that our life here on earth is just a holding cell, a 

waiting room, a place where we twiddle our thumbs and wait either to die and get to a better 

place, or for God to come back and fix it all. As he planted two trees in this barren landscape he 

asked his viewers to consider how all- present God is. He asked questions like: “Think of 

someone you find utterly captivating or beautiful. Who made them? Where does beauty come 

from? Goodness? Love?” And then he said, “This world is soaked in God. People often ask 

‘where is God?’, but perhaps the better question is ‘where isn’t God?’. God’s fingerprints are all 

over our world. Or rather, perhaps, it’s our fingerprints all over God’s world.”  

The people of Israel were having one of those days, weeks, months, years... they had 

started to lose sight of the point of it all. They were going through the motions of religious faith, 

but deep down they had abandoned the heart of their covenant with God, their partnership 

with God. And the God who so much wanted to be partnered with them, who so much wanted a 
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faithful, committed relationship with these God’s people, puts them on trial in God’s sadness 

and anger. God is the plaintiff, the people of Israel are the defendant. And the prophet Micah 

speaks for God. Allow me to paraphrase, “What have I done to you? How have I wearied you? 

Again and again I have delivered you. Again and again I have saved you. Again and again I have 

been there for you.” And the defendants’ response? They don’t deny these saving acts, this 

loving presence, the goodness of God, but somehow the power of these truths is not sinking 

into their bones. This litany of God’s saving acts produces guilt rather than gratitude and so 

they start bargaining. Again I paraphrase, “O.K., God, so what do we owe? Will a few young 

calves do? Or is it going to take thousands of rams or rivers of oil to please you? The contents of 

my savings account? My stocks, my bonds? Or are you going to demand our firstborn children? 

Are you going to take that much away from us? How do we even the score with you?”  

God has nothing to say to this, but the prophet Micah does, because God has spoken 

enough before for Micah, at least, to know what God requires, to know the nature of God’s 

obligation. Religious sacrifice is not what it’s all about. What does God require?  

God requires that we do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God. What does that 

mean? It sounds nice, but what does it mean? A helpful essay I once read suggests that doing 

justice is about returning to folks what rightly belongs to them; simply put this includes the 

righting of wrongs committed in violation of trust, the return of stolen property for example, 

but further if God provides enough for everyone to live and some have more than they need 

while others have far less than they need, for justice to be done some sharing needs to take 

place. Loving kindness is about engaging in relationships of gentle compassion and steadfast 

faithfulness, sticking with one another the way God sticks with us. Walking humbly with God 

could mean one of two things, either humbling ourselves in the face of God’s majesty, or 

walking humbly as God walks humbly among us, as God walked humbly in Jesus Christ, 

walking humbly WITH God. I think this latter interpretation makes the most sense. Doing 

justice- returning to folks what rightly belongs to them, Loving kindness- steadfast gentle 

relationships, Walking Humbly with God- living simply and humbly as God lived in Jesus.  

These are God’s expectations and requirements. But these are expectations and 

requirements that can never be fulfilled under the motivation of guilt. They can only be fulfilled 

under the inspiration of gratitude. I once heard a horror story of a parent who billed their child 

when they reached adulthood for all the expenses incurred in raising that child. Some of us 
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seem to think that God has such an invoice for us. If and when we hear the good news of all 

God has done for us and is doing for us we hear it as an itemization of what we owe and our 

debt seems too great to ever repay. But like most loving parents, God has no bill for us. God has 

deep desires and hopes and dreams for us. God wants us to live in joyous and whole and 

healthy ways. God wants us to partner God in turning this broken and hurting world into a 

beautiful garden. God wants us to live in right relationships with one another and with God. 

God has not created us and saved us again and again and again so that we might be cowed into 

begrudging, bitter sacrifice and servitude. God has created us and saved us again and again and 

again so we can truly live now and forever.  

I hope that this month of reflecting on God’s faithful friendship with you has opened up 

gratitude in you. I hope that you don’t see the pledge cards you are asked to complete as prods 

of guilt or itemized statements of obligation. Christian stewardship is not about settling any 

debt, evening the score, paying the bill. Christian stewardship is not about guilt and obligation. 

Christian stewardship is about gratitude. It’s about living wholly transformed lives, one 

hallmark of which is generosity, out of our immense gratitude to this one who created us, who 

saves us, who sustains us. It’s about partnering with God, with the actions of our daily lives 

doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with God. It’s about planting trees in the 

barren landscape. We will give generously to the church, to the poor, to our brothers and 

sisters wherever we meet them if we are living lives like this. We won’t be able to help it. Our 

gratitude will yield joyful generosity.  

Works that influenced or were cited in this sermon: 
Bell, Rob. “Trees” in Nooma series. I have a full set of these dvds if anyone is interested in 

borrowing any of them. 
Brueggeman, Walter. “Voices of the Night- Against Justice” in To Do Justice, Love Kindness, 

and Walk Humbly with God: An Agenda for Ministers,Walter Brueggemann, Dr. Sharon 
Daloz Parks, Thomas Groome. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1997.  
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