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“Rethink Church: Faith is A Verb”
Micah 6:1-8 September 30, 2018

In 2004, Dr. Peter Storey, former United Methodist Bishop of 
Johannesburg, South Africa, preached the baccalaureate sermon 
for the graduating class of Duke Divinity School. I snuck in the back 
of the chapel to hear this faith giant, who, as a white clergyman, 
had boldly preached against the practices of apartheid and served 
as chaplain to Nelson Mandela during his imprisonment on 
Robben Island. The title of Dr. Storey’s sermon was, “The Heart 
of Ministry.” The seasoned preacher spoke from his heart to these 
graduating seminarians. I will never forget reaching for a pencil in 
the pew rack and scribbling these words as he spoke them, “until 
you lead your congregation to engage with the real world, your 
pastoring will be mere pampering – your proclamation will be a 
religious form of talking to yourself. You must resist with all your 
might the temptation to play ‘church’ while the world bleeds.”i  

Dr. Storey’s words struck me at the time as they continue to 
challenge me now. In an era of feel-good messages, prosperity 
gospel, self-aggrandizing faith and church as entertainment, they 
are a reminder that the heart of faith is engagement with a hurting 
world, calling us to be doers of the word and not merely hearers. 
As we conclude our September series on rethinking church, we 
must admit that the temptation to “play church” is one with which 
we struggle. 

These days, the notion that our faith might ask something 
difficult of us can be unsettling and uncomfortable. I mentioned 
this summer the work of Kenda Creasy Dean at Princeton, who has 
labeled the faith we teach our young people moralistic therapeutic 
deism, in which the central goal is to be happy and feel good 
about ourselves and God’s most important role is to resolve all our 
problems on our terms and schedule. I wonder if our youth can 
relate to this message, which seems to me, central to many of the 
faith-based organizations that attract teenagers? Feel-good faith 
that asks or demands little from us. We see it across the landscape 
of the church in America; as numbers dwindled, we felt the need 
to make our message more palatable. “Please come to church; we 
won’t ask you to do anything or challenge you in any way. We’ll be 
whatever you want us to be. Just show up and we’ll do the rest.” 
Churches became what one preacher called “quivering masses of 
availability.” We need to rethink that understanding of church. My 
sense is that the opposite is true; in an age of declining influence, 
the message must be this: Faith in Jesus will change your life, 
push you beyond your comfort zone. Being part of a church will 
challenge and transform you. A few weeks ago a colleague shared 

this conversation that took place following worship:

Churchgoer: I didn’t really like worship today.
Brave Pastor: Oh. Well, that’s okay. We weren’t worshipping you.

Church isn’t about getting what you want, it’s about finding 
what you need, what your soul is seeking. Faith isn’t easy. Faith 
demands our lives. It’s worth the commitment. 

This is the message of the Old Testament prophets to the people 
of God in their time. Not palatable, easy-listening flattery but a call 
to transformation. Micah, from the small village of Moresheth, 
called by God to speak difficult truth to his people, delivers a 
hard-hitting message. The text reads like a court proceeding. 
God and the people of Israel have come to determine who is at 
fault for their fractured relationship. Micah reminds his people 
of the saving acts of God in the past. Then he asks, what is the 
appropriate human response to God’s grace and mercy? Not 
ritualized sacrifice or showy displays of faith. Not ostentatious 
worship or pretentious posturing. Not “see and be seen” assemblies 
of pseudo-religious spectacle. The only proper response is this:  
Do Justice. Love Kindness. Walk Humbly with God. 

Micah’s words suggest that we have fumbled the meaning 
of faith. In making it all about belief or assent to propositional 
truths, we have forgotten that faith is a verb. Faith is something 
we do. The prophets were about action. Do. Love. Walk. What 
God requires is an active faith with real-world consequences. Not 
playing church while the world bleeds. The actions prescribed in 
the prophet’s speech stand at the very heart of who we are and how 
we are to live. The verbs present a clear case that faith is lived, not 
just spoken or felt. They help us rethink church.

Do justice. That is, make justice happen. But Micah isn’t 
speaking about justice in the generic sense. He speaks of God’s 
justice, which goes beyond mere fairness or reciprocity.  One 
Hebrew scholar put it this way: The kind of justice that the 
prophet speaks of is not imposed by courts or congresses, but 
justice that emerges from relationships. Justice, it turns out, is 
the first cousin to reconciliation.”ii  You have heard me lament 
the scarcity of dialogue in our culture, especially the kind that 
might lead to reconciliation. What if the church was a place where 
significant conversations could take place without the need for 
personal attack or defensive posturing? We live in a complex time 
and determining the just or proper response is rarely easy in world 
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affairs or in our personal lives. In the church, we struggle together 
to understand what justice looks like in the public square, but we 
also proclaim that justice is personal, we remember scripture’s 
commands; that justice means feeding the hungry and housing 
the homeless, welcoming the stranger and the outcast as treasured 
children of God. Justice means caring for those in need without 
regard to who they are. Justice means aligning our priorities with 
the demands of our faith, even if that makes us squirm a bit. Justice 
means seeking a common path forward in which all are given 
opportunity and responsibility. Justice means living differently 
out there because we have spent some time in here. We can be 
agents of justice in large and small ways.

Love kindness. The phrase is sometimes translated “love mercy” 
or “love tenderly.” The Hebrew is hesed, a word that stands at the 
heart of Israel’s understanding of God. God as loving-kindness, 
mercy, steadfast love. The prophet urges us to embody the hesed of 
God. Kindness can seem like a small thing. And yet, in a time of 
so much harsh and negative language, I’m amazed by what a few 
kind words can do to transform a day, or a week or a life. In such 
a time, being kind is not always easy. One preacher, reflecting on 
the virtue of kindness, invites us to think of those moments when 
you are behind schedule and get interrupted. Or when another 
insults you or accuses you falsely. A spouse demonstrates some 
frailty or imperfection. A parent doesn’t fulfill a promise. A child 
disappoints. The preacher says something that offends. Someone 
holds opposing values. Being kind is not always easy.iii 

In my own life, and in scripture, I find that kindness is a close 
relative to patience. Expressions of kindness take time, and require 
us to be present with those around us. As the world and most 
of our lives move with increasing speed, patience and kindness 
become more and more difficult. Here is a suggestion, if you want 
to be a kinder person, slow down. Be patient. Listen. Reflect. If 
Love kindness. It’s a beautiful phrase. Love kindness more than 
success. Love kindness more than being right. Love kindness more 
than speed and efficiency. Love kindness enough to share it with 
others, and in this way become kind. If your faith does not make 
you a kinder and more grateful person, there is a good chance that 
you are missing the point. Love kindness.

Finally, Micah calls us to walk humbly with God. When we live 
our faith, we remember that everything we accomplish and all we 
are is a gift of God’s grace. That’s humility. C.S. Lewis said humility 
is not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of yourself less. 
Humility means serving others first without seeking recognition 
or praise. Humility means taking ourselves a little less seriously, 
being open to the possibility that we may be mistaken, that our 
way may not be the only way. Humility is the human response to 
divine providence, a reminder that only God is God and we are 
not. Some of the most successful people I know are also the most 
humble—living with integrity, accepting their dependence on 
God’s grace and the generosity of other human beings. 

I am finding that the journey of parenthood is my best lesson 
in humility. Being a father regularly reminds me that I don’t have 
all the answers, that I need a community, that the life entrusted 
to my care is a precious gift and a profound responsibility that 
I cannot manage alone. This summer, as our family of four flew 
from Indianapolis to Atlanta for a wedding, I watched a collection 
of strangers become a community of support. When we boarded 
the plane, I realized that our assigned seats were separated by 
fifteen rows. Two were in the very back of the plane. One was 
nearer the front. Sara and I looked at each other, realizing that 
one of us would be solo with a very active eighteen-month-old. 
I was selected. From the first moment, Benjamin was not entirely 
pleased with the confining space of our laps and he let us know 
about it. Rather than casting glances of irritation, the passengers 
seated around us spoke words of reassurance. Then, they offered 
whatever they had: purses, iPads, watches, care keys, plastic cups, 
bags of peanuts, anything. They smiled at our son. As we exited 
the plane, an older man across the aisle patted me on the back 
and said, “we’ve all been there.” Humbling in every way, and an 
absolute blessing. Humility, like justice and kindness, is a virtue 
cultivated over years, the work of a lifetime. 

Do, Love, Walk: Micah insists that faith is a verb. Not something 
we possess or grasp, but a way of life that defines and shapes us. 
It begins with the promises we make each time we celebrate a 
baptism. Precious gift and profound responsibility. It continues 
when we keep those promises by seeking to live the faith every day. 
This is not easy. Sometimes, we get it wrong. Often, we fail to live 
up to this calling. But each failure is an opportunity for growth. 
The point is this: not all at once, slowly but persistently over time, 
this hurting and troubled world is transformed by followers of 
Jesus Christ who do not play church but live the faith in practical 
and powerful ways. As a community of Christian faith, if we 
want to help others rethink church in an era of justified cynicism, 
weariness, and dismissive judgment, we can begin where the 
prophet ended. What does God require of us? It’s so simple. It’s 
so challenging. Do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with 
God. Amen.

__________________________
i This sermon is available at www.divinity.duke.edu/docs/faculty/sermons/
BaccalaureateStorey2004.pdf
ii http://www.christiancentury.org/article/2014-01/sunday-february-2-2014
iii Eugene Bay, “What Does God Want?” May 16, 2004.


