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Micah 6:1-8, Matthew 5:1-12 

Holy God, your blessings are abundant, and your wisdom exceeds our grasp.  Fill us with your Spirit as 

we hear your word this day, that we may be justice seekers and peacemakers, sharing your life among 

those who are forgotten, weak, or persecuted, and revealing to all your glory. Amen. 

“Words That Make Us Squirm” 

How many people are going to watch the big game today?  Yep.  That’s what I thought.  Seeing as the 

title of today’s sermon is, “Words That Should Make Us Squirm”, I’m going to begin today with five eye-

opening statistics that may give you pause when you sit down to watch the game. 

Ready? 

Last year, people consumed during the Super Bowl. . .1 ¼ billion chicken wings, 15,000 tons of chips, and 

27 million slices of pizza (from Domino’s and Pizza Hut alone).  That’s a lot of food.  While 47 million 

Americans depended on food stamps. 

The current going rate for a level 3 suite at Met Life Stadium is $899,270.  The average cost of a new 

home is $340,300. 

The average price of a ticket for the Super Bowl is $4,084. The average weekly salary in the United States 

is $831. 

The average cost of a 30 second ad is . . .$4 million dollars.  The estimated total ad revenue for the Super 

Bowl is $300 million.  That amount of money could educate 272,727 kids for 1 year.  Do you know who 

the biggest advertiser is?  AB InBev, who has spent almost $250 million dollars in the past 10 years on 

Super Bowl ads.  What do you think the public school looks like in AB’s neighborhood?   

And in 2013, almost 4 million people bought new furniture for the Super Bowl, which is only slightly 

more than the 3 ½ million people in America who experience homelessness. 

Now, I really don’t mean to single out football or pick on the Super Bowl, because it’s not like they are a 

unique offender and it is, after all, only a game.  Right?  Right?  But the Super Bowl is on today, it’s been 

hyped all week, and it seems to be a uniquely American phenomenon, so it’s a great lens to get us all 

thinking about what we truly value as a society and as a country.  Football is an expensive sport.  It’s 

expensive for high schools, it’s expensive for colleges, and it’s expensive for the NFL.  Lord only knows 

what a beer in a souvenir cup will cost people who attend tonight’s game, which is taking place less than 

10 miles from Newark, where ¼ of the population lives below the poverty level. 

So obviously today we’re talking about values-a topic that is hard to avoid when listening to the prophet 

Micah and Jesus’ Beatitudes, both of whom clearly have something to say to us today about what we 

should be valuing.  But even with their words humming in our ears, talking about values is slippery.  

Certainly we don’t all value the same things in the same ways.  Our individually-held values are 

composed of unique mixtures of our commitments, virtues, and vices.  But we live in a society that too 



often trains us to look in the wrong places for definitions of success or evidence of the good life.  And 

when that happens, we risk misunderstanding where God’s true priorities are.   

And the prophet Micah is very clear what God’s priority is: doing justice, loving kindness, and walking 

humbly with God . . .it’s a concise summary of the law that Jesus lives out in today’s Matthew reading.  

Do justice, love kindness, walk humbly with God.  Period. 

Today, I want to particularly focus in on the doing justice piece, because it’s the one that churches most 

often stumble around or avoid.  Churches are very good at the loving kindness piece.  We know how to 

take care of people.  We volunteer at Food Outreach and pack backpacks for kids and collect food in 

wagons and grow our own produce.  All of which are vitally important.  Vitally important.  Hungry 

people need to be fed.  But the church is also required, according to Micah, to do something about the 

systems that perpetuate hunger and poverty, and that’s the part churches usually avoid or stumble 

around, because when faith becomes public, it can get messy.  But what’s the old saying about “Give a 

man a fish and you feed him for a day.  Teach him how to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.”  Well, 

Micah would probably say we’re also required to do something about the fish upstream so that there 

are enough fish downstream for the man to catch. 

So who is Micah, and why does he speak with such authority? 

Well, Micah is a prophet in the 8th century BCE.  He ministered in Judah, which was the southern 

kingdom of Israel (Israel had already split into two kingdoms by the time).  The Assyrian empire was 

getting stronger and stronger, which made it hard for Judah to compete with them.  Into this situation 

steps Micah, who was probably a rural commoner.  But as a prophet, he spoke for God.  He was God’s 

press secretary.  And what he tells the people is hard for them to hear: God is disappointed in you, he 

says, because you’ve failed to fashion the kind of just community envisioned by God.   

But instead of scolding the people for their behavior, God does something very interesting.  God asks 

the people: What have I done?  Have I wearied you?  What have I done to deserve this sort of behavior?  

Answer me!  God says.   

And then God reminds them of everything He has done for them: 

I led you out of Egypt.  I saved you from slavery.  I gave you Moses and Aaron and Miriam to guide you.  I 

saved you from warring armies!  All of this, I have done for you. 

Which brought the people to their senses; because they then ask: 

What can we do to make up for our behavior?  How can we repay you?  How do we say thank you? 

And they offer some suggestions: 

Shall I give you a burnt offering?  How about that?  Would you like that, God?  Well, a burnt offering 

constitutes a whole lamb, which was a huge offering in a society that was barely self-sustaining. 

Or how about 1000 rams?  Would that be good?  Well, no one had 1000 rams, not even the king! 

And as they go on, their suggestions get more and more absurd.  How about 10,000 rivers of oil (which 

was olive oil).  Something no one had. 



And then they get to the most absurd request of all.  How about I sacrifice my first born son?  Will that 

do?  Will that please you, God?  Now can we kiss and make up? 

It’s crazy.  But the people offer it as a solution because there were kings at that time who offered their 

firstborn sons as a sacrifice to deities.   

But to all of that God says: 

No!  I don’t want any of that. 

You know, you know what is good.  I want you to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with me.  

That’s what I want.   

To which we probably all breathe a big sigh of relief.  Whew, we might say.  I can do that. 

But the minute we think we like the God of justice, is the minute we don’t really understand what justice 

is all about.  Because God’s justice calls all of our lives into question, and it’s hard to measure up.  

It’s also hard to speak up.  Does anyone really want to hear depressing statistics when getting ready for 

the Super Bowl?  Do I really want to know that the amount of money spent on commercials could 

educate 272,727 kids for one year?  After all, it’s only a game. 

Right? 

Maybe. 

But maybe it’s reflection of what we value as a society, too.  Maybe it says something that we value 

funny commercials more than education.  Or maybe it’s not that we value the commercials more, but 

we just don’t know what we can do about education.  What can I do about education?  What can we do 

as a church?  And even if we do figure out what to do, what if we don’t all agree?  And shouldn’t the 

church keep its nose out of politics, preacher? 

No friends, it shouldn’t. 

See, here’s the thing.  If there are kids who go hungry at school, we should feed them.  And we do.  But 

we’re also called to do justice, which means we should get at the root cause of why there are hungry 

kids, and address that problem, too.  Will we all agree on how to do that?  Probably not.  But does that 

mean we shouldn’t address it?  No.  What we can do is hold up our solutions next to Micah, or the 

Beatitudes, and see how they measure up.  Is this difficult and messy?  Yep.  But no one ever said 

discipleship was easy.  Jesus never promised a life of ease.  In fact, Jesus was pretty clear it would be 

anything but easy.   

Jim Wallis, an evangelical leader who is the editor of Sojourners Magazine, says in his book God’s 

Politics:  God is personal but never private.   “Denying the public God is a denial of biblical faith itself, a 

rejection of the prophets, the apostles, and Jesus himself. Exclusively private faith degenerates into a 

narrow religion, preoccupied with individual morality while almost oblivious to the biblical demands for 

public justice.” 

We are a part of society.  We can’t separate out our Sunday morning self from our Monday through 

Saturday self.  What we believe about God may be personal, but how we live as God’s children is 



anything but private.  Taking this a step further, we are called to engage the world, and help make the 

world a better place because God loves the world and cares about what happens to it and in it.       

During World War II, the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr began to write passionately about the need for 

the church-for Christians, to get involved in the affairs of the world.  The tendency among churches was 

to do just the opposite. 

The question Reinhold Niebuhr wrestled with and put to Christian people and Christian churches was 

this: What do we have to do with the life of the world? Can we risk getting our hands dirty? Should we 

risk involvement? “The question,” he said, “was how to behave responsibly in an evil, morally 

ambiguous and compromised world.” He was clear that the one thing Christians must not do is abandon 

the world, to retreat from the world. 

 

Yet, the temptation has always been to do just that. When things get rough in the world, or dirty, or 

dangerous, or morally ambiguous, to withdraw, to flee for safety to the church; or to withdraw 

intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually from the world and to practice our faith privately. 

But that’s not what Jesus was about, and it’s not what God requires. 

I love something William Sloane Coffin said about the church: 

Most Church boats don’t like to be rocked: they prefer to lie at anchor rather than go places on stormy 

seas. But that’s because we Christians view the Church as the object of our love instead of the subject 

and instrument of God’s. Faith cannot be passive: it has to go forth—to assault the conscience, excite 

the imagination. (Credo, pp. 140–141) 

Friends, when you sit down to watch the game tonight, I hope you enjoy it.  I really do.  But I also hope 

that what I’ve said here today not only gives you pause, like I said at the very beginning, but also causes 

you to do something, too. 

Love kindness.  Help people, and treat other people as you would want to be treated.   

Be humble in your walk with your God.  And listen for God’s voice, even when it makes you squirm. 

And do justice.  Be a voice for oppressed people, unprotected persons, widows and foreigners, and fight 

for the rights of handicapped persons, minorities, elderly people, poor people, and anyone who is 

treated as less than God’s child. 

Because He has told you, O mortal, what is good: and what does the Lord require of you but to do 

justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with God. 

Amen. 
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