
Epiphany 4A 

Hear what the Lord says: Rise, plead your case before the 
mountains, and let the hills hear your voice. Hear, you 
mountains, the controversy of the Lord, and you enduring 
foundations of the earth; for the Lord has a controversy with 
his people, and will contend with Israel.  

This means me; this means you; this means us. In the prophetic 
speech of Micah, we encounter a curious phenomenon. In a 
strong sense, the traditional conception of God, the Lord on 
high, is being shaken up, deconstructed if you like, and we are 
being given the opportunity, however brief, to debate with 
God, to defend ourselves. The attributes we give to God are, 
just for the moment, suspended. The omnipotence, 
omniscience, omnipresence don’t hold for Micah here, yet the 
speech remains central to our history as the spiritual offspring 
and heirs of the Israelites. If God is omni-potent, God can do 
anything; if God has omni-science, God knows everything; if 
God is omni-present, God will give presents to everybody. Just 
making sure you’re awake. Omnipresent: God is all around. Not 
only that, we sing, “Immortal, invisible, God only wise…” and 
we call God the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the 
end. Whereas Israel, and by extension we are what God and my 
Missouri Grandmother might call “The Living End of Teatime.” 

“O my people, what have I done to you? In what have I wearied 
you? Answer me! I brought you up from the land of Egypt, 
redeemed you from the house of slavery; remember what 
those Moabites devised, and then what happened to them; 
remember the saving acts of the Lord.” God is astounded in 
Micah’s portrayal, and also astoundingly un-omniscient. God 
makes, as Douglas Adams likes to say, “A common mistake 
people make when trying ingeniously to design something 



completely foolproof God underestimates the ingenuity of 
complete fools. 

God is so exasperated as to leave the bridge, abandon the high 
ground, step out of the limelight for a second. God calls on the 
natural world to referee the discussion, crying, “Hear, you 
mountains, the controversy of the Lord, and you enduring 
foundations of the earth.” Why, in Heaven’s name would God 
need debating help from rocks? Micah is forcing us to consider 
that God is already and unshakably in a very functional, 
mutually respectful and trusting relationship with the natural 
world, but the relationship with humankind is something else 
entirely. God and Nature simply are; we, on the other hand, do. 

Say there’s a nice little spot next to the house where we like to 
sit and read and maybe eat a sandwich, drink a glass of 
lemonade, have a chat with friends who drop by, hopefully 
with some devilled eggs or ripe tomatoes and avocados. We 
could do all this on our laps; we could get ambitious and design 
and make a table, or we might find one at an antique store or a 
thrift shop. Or we could enter the dark and mysterious world 
of “some assembly required.” Now if you’re at all like me, you 
don’t need instruction booklets, everything is clear from the 
start; vision becomes reality almost by itself, with a few 
flourishes of the screwdriver, a couple light taps of the trusty 
ball peen, and perhaps a colorful phrase or two uttered just 
short of neighborly earshot, what my Missouri Grandfather 
would call “Mule Talk.” 

But the important underlying truth is that the instruction 
booklet is there, and the relative success of our efforts to end 
up with a suitable surface on which to place picnic items and 
whatever else it is we want off the ground and away from the 
dogs and children, our success will depend (eerily!) on how 
directly our efforts correspond to what’s in them instructions, 



whether or not we admit to, or allow ourselves to be observed 
peeking at them. 

Once he has established God’s exasperation with us – to the 
point of calling witnesses – Micah goes into a little private 
meditation. Well Micah pretends it’s a personal meditation, but 
come on, it’s a prophet, so we know it’s meant for our ears. 
Private ponderings of the Prophet are just as much an 
oxymoron as unfortunate wardrobe malfunctions on Super 
Bowl Sunday.   

Micah thinks, “Hmmm, now with what shall I come before the 
Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before 
him with burnt offerings, calves a year old? Will the Lord be 
pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers 
of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgressions, the fruit 
of my body for the sin of my soul?” Hint: No. Well, with what, 
then?  “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does 
the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love mercy, 
and to walk humbly with your God?”  

Those are the instructions. That’s the booklet. Other 
interpretations say it other ways, like Psalm 15, which we said 
together today: do right, speak truth, don’t slander, don’t take 
bribes. God is exasperated because we have the booklet but we 
so often seem to want to live without it. We think that our 
commitments must be based on our well being, so we make 
commitments and expend our energies and devote our 
resources on what looks and feels good to us, but God keeps 
telling us it’s the other way around; the vice is very much 
versa. Our well being is based on our commitments: to doing 
justice, loving mercy and walking a humble walk. This is the 
way the truth and the life. Justice has to mean a minimum 
standard of living for every…body. Mercy has to mean active 
competition to be the place with fewer people in prison than 



anywhere else, not resignation to the awful distinction as 
world’s highest. Humble walks are hard to take when our 
financial resources are increasingly possessed by a shrinking 
percentage of people. They seem counterinstinctive; these 
qualities – humility, mercy and justice – and so they cannot be 
attained without commitments to radically godly behavior and 
purity of heart. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God. That is what Paul means with, “The message about the 
cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to those 
who are being saved it is the power of God.”  

In his inimitable way, John Steinbeck took on this central 
problem of our relationship with God.  Micah’s prophecy 
depicts God stepping away from God-hood just long enough for 
us to understand, if we will, that although our ultimate 
salvation may be assured by faith in what just is,  the fate of the 
world is very much a matter of human undertaking, what we 
do. God proves love by giving up power and entering the world 
of humanity in the flesh to heal and reconcile. We can only 
prove love by doing the same. 

Here’s the end of Steinbeck’s 1962 Nobel Prize acceptance 
speech: “Less than fifty years after Nobel’s death, the door of 
nature was unlocked and we have usurped many of the powers 
we once ascribed to God. Fearful and unprepared, we have 
assumed lordship over the life or death of the whole world—of 
all living things.  The danger and the glory and the choice rest 
finally in man. The test of our perfectibility is at hand. Having 
taken Godlike power, we must seek in ourselves the 
responsibility and the wisdom we once prayed some deity 
might have.   Man himself has become our greatest hazard 
and our only hope.    So that today       
well be paraphrased: In the end is the Word, and the Word is 
Man—and the Word is with Men.                          
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