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“The Pure in Heart” — Jan. 29, 2017
Micah 6 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.

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 tens of 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? 

Matthew 5 When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:

3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

4 Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

5 Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

7 Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

8 Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

9 Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

10 Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

11 Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.


These are some of the most beautiful and spiritual passages in the Bible.

Micah lays out what are, and are not, the essentials of Godly living: doing justice . . . loving mercy . . . and walking humbly with your God. Doing justice means considering the welfare of everyone, not cheating or lying, not using dishonest scales, or secretly moving the boundary stone between your property and your neighbor’s. Mercy includes not only being kind and generous, but also understanding, which takes wisdom. This kind of mercy is a mature value, and not a soft or weak quality. It takes empathy and depth of understanding. 

And walking humbly with your God: notice how intimate he makes it—your God. And having this close and familiar walk with God means to be humble, not self-important. He is also saying that God is not impressed by our rituals—much less by attempts to pay him off with any number of sacrifices.

The whole process of making offerings, ever bigger and more expensive and impressive sacrifices, is based on the idea that God can be persuaded, but that would mean that God is corrupt, and could be bought off with fancy gifts. People usually would not admit that they were trying to place God under obligation, but often they were awaiting payback for their sacrifices. Amos and Hosea, followed by Micah and First Isaiah, attacked or made fun of the sacrificial system. Then, a hundred years later, Jeremiah scorns sacrifices and says that God never required them in the first place (7:22). 

So this is the negative point about sacrifice. I want to return to Micah’s positive point, because that will provide a connection to our Gospel passage. Micah is telling us that God does not look to our rituals or gifts, but to our relationships and character. He desires that we have a real relationship with him, which will empower our just and merciful treatment of other people. Sacrifices are material things; God is concerned with the spiritual and the moral. As Micah says, “he has told you, O mortal, what is good, and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” (6:8).

Now the beatitudes are the sayings at the beginning of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, which is addressed to his disciples. He is telling the future pastors and teachers how they should comfort people. They are to encourage the poor in spirit—that is, the tender-hearted but vulnerable people—letting them know that they will certainly receive the kingdom of heaven. They are to comfort those who mourn, which is linked to the promise that God, too, will comfort them. 

We read these words and are comforted, but we should notice also that Jesus is teaching his disciples how to encourage and support those who come to hear the word of truth. Jesus is teaching them to uplift everybody, whether they are downcast, or are hanging in there, or are already strong. They are to reassure those who hunger for spiritual truth, that they will be fed, be filled spiritually. They are to stand with and strengthen the pure in heart with the knowledge that they will see God. They are even to reveal the hard-to-believe promise that the meek—which means people who are religious and humble—will some day inherit the earth (Matt 5:5), something that goes against the harsh and bullying ways of the world. 

This biblical promise means that the graspers and schemers will not always be in charge. A different kind of society can evolve, and it is evolving slowly, although it often suffers setbacks. But God is with us when we try to create a more just and peaceful world. “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God” (Matt 5:9). Before their efforts fully succeed, they may be persecuted. But again he says that they will be blessed, even when they “are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (5:10). And he points out that “in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (5:12). Those who resist the way of God have always acted from a cruelty that arises from fear and ignorance. They turn away from salvation. Both Jesus and Paul encountered such ignorant resistance, and in response they both quoted the same passage from Isaiah: “this people’s heart has grown dull, and . . . they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look . . . and understand with their heart and turn—and I would heal them” (Matt 13:15; Acts 28:27; quoting Isa 6:10). In the Matthew passage, Jesus goes on to say “But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear” (13:16).

And that applies to us. Do we know that we are blessed? Despite financial, social, and other problems, we are blessed to be able to live this life and give God a chance to try to reach our hearts. God wants us to be keyed in to the spiritual realities, not to be hopeless, not to believe all those cynical sayings we recited in the Prayer of Confession earlier (“money makes the world go round,” “Get them before they get you”). Those sayings come out of the experiences of people who have known only competition, domination, and submission. They are living an animal existence, a dog-eat-dog way of living. But the permanent truths arise out of the experience by those who remain in contact with their spiritual sources, who maintain their loyalty to God, even when people around them drift away from God into ignorance and fear.

No one said it would be easy, at least not emotionally or socially easy. But it can actually be spiritually easy, if we maintain our loyalties no matter what. “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light” Jesus said (Matt 11:30). This means that, inwardly and with our hearts and our intention, if we really want to stay loyal to God, we can do so. We can resist a cynical environment, bullying co-workers, negative attitudes. 

Sometimes you have to believe, despite what others think. In 1969, Casey Stengel nicknamed his team “the Amazin’ Mets,” partly sarcastically. They didn’t have a hitter good enough to really bat cleanup. In July, while the Mets were in the cellar, reliever Tug McGraw listened to a motivational speaker, Joe Badamo, and got the phrase “Ya gotta believe” from him, which he then began repeating in the clubhouse (http://m.mlb.com/news/article/141082310/1973-mets-coined-ya-gotta-believe-mantra/). The Mets began to perform, they started to believe in themselves, Seaver was winning game after game, they got the hitting they needed, Tommy Agee and Ron Swoboda made spectacular catches, they climbed in the standings till they won their division, then won the League Championship series, and went on to beat the heavily-favored Orioles in the World Series.

So, our slogan is “ya gotta believe,” although we give it a spiritual meaning. If you can remember your moments of spiritual connectedness, however simple and unspectacular they may have been, you can use them to inspire yourself in dry moments. What if your inner life actually did more to change the world than anything in the headlines? The inner life does gradually change the outer life. Let’s live with that conviction. The prophet Zechariah received a revelation from God, “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit” (Zech 4:6). And indeed that is how God works, transforming hearts, changing us from within, and spreading from heart to heart. Even the poor in spirit . . . are really powerful in the Spirit.


