First Bible Reading:
Micah 6: 1 – 8  
Second Bible reading:
Matthew 5: 1 - 12


Sermon:

Church is a funny old place, isn’t it.

It’s a place we can love and a place we can hate.

We love to feel we belong.

There’s nothing worse than feeling lonely at church

because if we feel we belong anywhere 

it should be here.

Church is a very powerful symbol:

It conjures up, all that is best in life.

Freedom((Grace((Security

Reality((Love((Meaning

Purpose((Reliability(( Relationship.

Equally it can conjure up all that we find 

disillusioning and difficult in life.

Guilt and shame

Oppression and Abuse

Dutiful habit devoid of pleasure

Hypocrisy 

Emptiness


Irrelevance

It’s pretty scary

when one of our most powerful symbols for good 

doesn’t live up to expectations.

What can be a power for good in our lives

can also become a place of hurt and bitterness.

In order to live constructively with church

and all our expectations of it, and others who are part of it,

we need a constructive understanding of both 

God’s call on our lives, and sin.

And we need to disentangle these two things 

from our emotional entanglement with the church.

Last week someone shared with us

something of her Christian journey:

some of the joys, some of the struggles and

some of the challenges.

Thank you for your wonderful transparency last week.

And thank you for giving me permission to talk about 

what you said!

One of the things she said, bothered me.

You may remember one of her current challenges.

She said something like:

“I have almost completed the degree I’ve always wanted to do.

I have a job I love.

But, what if this isn’t God’s call to me?

What if God is really calling me to do something different?”

Now that is certainly a challenging thought –

Even a disturbing one.

And the underlying unspoken worries are perhaps,

· What if I am disobeying God?

· What if I am living a life that is not what God wants?

What does God expect?

Would God expect any of us to give up a job we love? 

Some of us have a niggling suspicion 

that God might require such sacrifice.

After all, God is a demanding God if church is anything to go by.

· If we are enjoying ourselves might we also be sinning?

· Is pleasure a gift from God or is it a sin?

It’s hard for us to contemplate such possibilities.

That may be because we are embarrassed to own the questions.

They may be there deep down
and that’s where we’d prefer for them to stay!

We don’t particularly want difficult questions 

about sin or pleasure to come to the surface.

Or it may be that that kind of thinking belongs 

a long way in the past for us and 

we’re not prepared to ask such questions again.

Perhaps in the past whenever we seriously addressed questions 

about sin and God’s calling

the results were often oppressive and anti-life.

People did seem to be called to do things 

that were apparently difficult, sacrificial, and not at all enjoyable!

Why would we to go down that track again?!

Possibly questions about sin and pleasure 

have never been an issue 

because when you were young

the issues of the day were social and political.

If sin was ever discussed it was in the context of structural evil 

and not in the context of personal spirituality.

Last time I preached I began to explore the concept of sin.

What is it that we are saved from?

I suggested that one way of understanding sin 

is to view it as an abuse of the freedom 

that is ours by virtue of our personhood.

We are created free within the over-arching large purpose 

for our lives which is 

living in relationship with God.

There are many smaller purposes that are 

different for each one of us,

but those smaller purposes should all be compatible with the one large purpose of living in relationship with God.
Some are called to a legal career, some to an educational one.

Some are called to home-making, some to medicine.

Some are called to Sunday School teaching in their spare time,

Some to the ordained ministry.

Some are called to clerical work, others to the analysis of policy, others to voluntary work and care-giving.

These are all part of the smaller purposes for our lives.

They reflect our individual gifting, training, passions:

our individual calling, in fact.

And they should be compatible with the large purpose of living in relationship to God.

I said a fortnight ago that if you ever need help 

in working out a direction in life

one of the important questions to ask is whether

this new possibility will lead you towards God 

or away from God?

Will it enhance your relationship with God,

Make it better?

 Or will it diminish it and encourage you to walk away from God?

Last week when Graham preached he explored something of what it means to be called by God.

Jesus called Peter and James and John and the others 

to follow him,

and they did that literally.

They journeyed with him around Galilee 

and the other provinces of first century Palestine. 

They listened to his teaching and tried to take it on board.

We cannot be in relationship with Jesus of Nazareth 

in the way those first disciples were.

Clearly, our call from God does not often entail a physical pilgrimage around Palestine and Israel.

· So when we say that our overall purpose is to live in relationship with God what do we mean?

· When you ask whether something will lead you towards God or away from God how will you know the answer?

Our readings today are helpful.

The prophet Micah is clear that God’s not all that interested 

in sacrifice.

When it comes to sacrifice we can do it if we’re strong-minded

And it can look great!

It’s difficult for people to tell whether a sacrifice has been made with good, bad or indifferent motivation.

Sacrifice is an outward thing.

God’s not deeply into the appearance of things.

The image of goodness 

and the image of success are neither here nor there for God.

God’s into reality.

And so the prophet Micah doesn’t pull any punches.

Living in relationship with God is about doing what God requires.

Simple!

God requires three things:

Do these things and you’re heading towards God

Don’t do these things and you’re headed away from God!

1
Just action,

2
A commitment to merciful love,

3
A humble dependency on God.

In our actions towards others we are to be just.

Whether that person is your nearest and dearest,

or someone you can’t stand,

Whether that person is a work colleague or an acquaintance

God requires that we are just.

· Fair in our treatment.

· Unprejudiced in our conversation.

Some of us are in positions where doing justice 

is more than personal:

Where we are able to influence systems, policies, strategies we are to do justice systemically.

· Justice for all peoples.

· Justice for all categories.

· Fair judgments.

On the other hand, justice can be pretty tough.

When someone gets their “just desserts” it’s not usually very nice.

When we give someone their just desserts

we may feel justified in doing so!

Although if we get our just desserts 

we might feel  hurt or resentful!

Justice is the first of a three pronged requirement.

We are called to act.

We are not to be passive.
We are created free and we are called to act freely and justly.

We’re not to sit around saying that there’s nothing we can do.

God purposes that we are up and doing justice.

If we are up and doing injustice 

we are abusing our gift of freedom – we are engaged in sin.

However, justice needs to be tempered with mercy.

And that’s God’s second requirement of us.

We are not to despise mercy as a weakness.

When someone suggests that we temper our giving someone their just desserts with mercy

the response that God requires of us is agreement

(not cynicism.

We are not always to give everyone what they deserve 
by way of justice.

We must also be merciful.

We are called by God to be merciful.

It’s a choice.

We can use our freedom to choose to do justice and to love mercy

or we can choose otherwise.

When we use our freedom for justice and mercy

we are in relationship with God:
we are in sinq with God’s over-arching purposes for our lives.

As [someone] pursues her legal career there will be plenty of challenges.

God’s call to her is the same as God’s call to you and to me.
Whatever our smaller calling is,

we are we are all called to do justice and to love mercy.

And wherever we are we will find that call hugely demanding.

How do I do justice as an ordained Presbyterian minister 

at St John’s in the City?   How do I love mercy in this context?

How do you do justice where you spend your waking hours?

How can you love mercy?

The truth is that neither [someone] nor you nor I 

are going to manage this by ourselves.

Our capacity to abuse our freedom is too entrenched.

Our concern to look out for number one 

will often rare its ugly head,

and we will find ourselves preferring 

just a little bit of injustice.

When left to our own devices

our preference will be to forget about mercy

(unless we want it for ourselves, of course!)

God’s third requirement is the requirement 

that makes the other two possible.

We are required to walk humbly with God.

By ourselves we will almost inevitably end up doing a spot of injustice and to heck with mercy.

But as we recall that we find our origins and our purpose and our destiny in God

then we will acknowledge that we depend on God.

We depend on God for strength.

We depend on God for a renewed perspective 

that sees justice and mercy 

as the building blocks of good life-giving community

And we come in prayer and dependency

confessing that by ourselves we cannot do these things called ‘life’ and ‘community.’

We need God’s help.

In that odd attitude of humility we will find ourselves blessed.

We will find ourselves enabled to live constructively with others

 whether they are in our home, 

our workplace 

or our church:

Blessed are those who acknowledge their dependency on God,

for they will be enabled to do justice and love mercy.

Blessed are the poor in spirit,

for they will see God at work in and through their lives.

May we all be so blessed!

