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“What Does the Lord Require of You?”
Micah 6:6-8                    Luke 4:1-7 October 22, 2017

When I finished seminary, I served as an intern in First 
Presbyterian Church in Charlotte. I had the privilege that year of 
getting to know Dr. Charlie Kraemer. Now retired, he had served 
as the pastor of that congregation not long after the Second 
World War. Later he also served as President of the Presbyterian 
School of Christian Education in Richmond and as Moderator to 
the General Assembly. During his tenure at the church, soldiers 
were returning from the war, getting married and moving to the 
suburbs. The old downtown church was declining.  He sent a 
letter to the congregation informing everyone that there would 
be a congregational meeting to vote on moving the church from 
its historic location downtown to the suburbs. 

On the Sunday of the meeting, the sanctuary was packed with 
the young and old – many who had not been to the church in 
years. It was as if the gathered assembly had one thought: They 
are not going to move our church!  Dr. Kraemer called the meeting 
to order and said, “We have had the funeral; now it is time for 
the resurrection.” Over the years, he and the Session led that 
congregation to look beyond the doors of the church to the 
needs of the community.  They established a Day Care Center 
for children of working mothers, sent foster children to church 
camp, ministered to the needs of the homeless, the stranded and 
the addicted.  

 By the time I knew Dr. Kraemer he was a rather frail, older 
man with a wrinkled face, stooped back and a shaky hand.  He 
was known for his quick wit.  One Sunday, Dr. Kraemer, as their 
retired pastor, was to preach.  He staggered up to the pulpit. He 
drawled out, “I guess when you looked up here this morning and 
saw me in the pulpit, you thought it was Youth Sunday all over 
again.”  The passage for the day was the story from the Book of 
Acts about how the early church held everything in common 
and cared for the material and spiritual needs of one another.  
After he explicated the biblical story, he said, “When I was your 
pastor there were some folks in the church who said that I wasn’t 
spiritual enough.  Well, a lot of time has passed.  You were wrong 
and I was right.  And I forgive you.”  Laughter roared through the 
congregation.  

He was right.  He led that congregation to embrace a Reformed 
understanding of what it means to be the church of Jesus Christ.  
As I said last week, there are some Christian traditions that 
believe the church should not be involved in social issues or 
social injustice.  Such traditions believe that Christians should 

only be concerned about “saving souls” and not be concerned 
about feeding the hungry, welcoming the stranger, caring for the 
immigrant, ending sexual trafficking, housing the homeless, or 
working for justice. 

At the time of the Civil War, such thinking invaded the 
theology of the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of 
America.  In a famous address to all the churches of Jesus Christ, 
the southern theologian James Henley Thornwell articulated the 
“doctrine of the spirituality of the church” as the peculiar doctrine 
of the Presbyterian in the Church.  A peculiar doctrine indeed 
(in the modern sense of that word) for a Presbyterian Church 
that follows the teaching of John Calvin.  The spirituality of the 
church states that the church does not speak or intrude in the area 
of social issues, justice, laws or matters of government. In 1861, 
this was a very convenient doctrine for a southern church that 
accepted and even embraced slavery as a God-ordained social 
order. It took our denomination many decades to overcome this 
self-serving theology and to embrace again our Calvinist theology 
that demands we work for justice in the society. 

In his book, Christ and Culture, H Richard Niebuhr notes that 
there are at least five different ways in which the church down 
through the centuries has related to culture.  The way our Reformed 
Church has chosen to engage with the cultures and societies in 
which we live is to reform and to transform them according to 
the will of God.  In Geneva, John Calvin transformed the office 
of deacon and worked with the deacons to feed the hungry, care 
for the sick and provide for the poor. It is said that because of the 
compassionate outreach of the church, there were no beggars on 
the streets of Geneva.  Calvin was vitally involved in the life of the 
city. We do not shy away from speaking out, acting and becoming 
involved in the affairs of our city, state and nation. 

Look at Jesus! In one of his first public appearances, Jesus 
spoke of his calling to transform lives by ministering to the needs 
of people.  He reached out to others at the point of brokenness, 
trouble and their human plight.  When Jesus entered the 
synagogue in his home town of Nazareth, he read from the scroll 
of Isaiah these astonishing words: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 
me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery 
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 
year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18, 19). He took these words of 
Isaiah as the defining words of his ministry.
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When Jesus said that these words were fulfilled in their 
hearing, the people who had known him all of his life marveled 
at his spiritual presence and wisdom. They were ready for Jesus to 
do among them the mighty deeds he had done in other parts of 
Israel. Instead, Jesus applied the scripture in a way that set their 
teeth on edge. He told them that there would be no great works 
among them because they did not believe and accept the new 
thing that God was doing. He said it was like the days of Elijah, 
when famine filled the land and God sent the prophet to provide 
food for a foreign widow in Zarephath. In the days of Elisha, there 
were many lepers in Israel, but God sent the prophet to heal the 
foreign general, Naaman. The new thing that God was doing was 
bringing foreigners into the fold of God’s love and salvation given 
in Jesus. Jesus took the blessings that they thought belonged to 
them by birthright and tradition and offered them to unholy 
outsiders. They wanted to throw him off a cliff and kill him.  

When we reach out beyond these walls with the love of God, 
we may find ourselves caring for folks that some people think 
we should ignore. We may find ourselves getting tangled up in 
complex issues of justice that some folks think we should just 
leave alone. We may find ourselves using time and resources to 
feed the hungry, mentor a child at Greenbrier, start a prison 
ministry, extend civil rights, or provide a summer job for a youth 
at loose ends. Some may thing that this time and these could have 
used here for fixing up the church.  Yet, this is our calling – to go 
beyond ourselves, our kin and our friends into the world with the 
love of Jesus.  

Once Micah posed the question, “What does the Lord require 
of us?”  He gave the simple but profound answer that challenges 
each one of us to examine ourselves daily:

 To do justice,

 To love kindness,

 To walk humbly with our God. 

Last week I spoke about how our Reformed Faith has been a 
defining influence on the establishment of our democratic and 
representational government and the rejection of tyranny.  Our 
Reformed Faith also calls us to stand against social injustice and 
to work for a more just society and world.  

For over 100 years, the Presbyterian Church has preserved 
in our Constitution a statement about the six great ends or 
purposes of the church.  This statement has been a part of the 
self-understanding of the Presbyterian Church as we seek to be 
faithful to our calling to serve God. The six great ends of the 
church are:

• the proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of 
humankind;

• the shelter, nurture, and spiritual fellowship of the 
children of God;

• the maintenance of divine worship;

• the preservation of the truth;

• the promotion of social righteousness;

• and the exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the 
world.

Today we celebrate Commitment Sunday. So often we think 
of this simply as a time to make a pledge to the work of Christ’s 
church for the coming year. It is that, but it is so much more. I see 
Commitment Sunday as a time to get our priorities straight, to 
get our lives in line with the Word of God. It is a day to embrace 
our full calling to follow Jesus into a hurting world with the good 
news of salvation.  It is day to commit ourselves to the ministry of 
justice whether it is offering a cup of cold water and a sandwich 
to those who live under the bridge, standing in a demonstration 
against gun violence, or becoming an advocate for an abused child.  
It is all gospel work.  

We commit ourselves to do today and everyday what the Lord 
requires of you, of me and all of us together: to do justice, to love 
kindness and to walk humbly with our God.


