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“Stand up, all ye people and prepare to plead your case before the mountains.  I, the Lord your God, will call the hills together so that they can hear what you have to say. Mountains, I want you to hear my accusations, what I have to say against my people, Israel.  Listen, you foundations of the earth, for I, the Lord, have a case against my people.  I am lodging a charge against Israel.”

My goodness, what’s going on in Israel?  The scene that welcomes us into its intricacies this morning is one that we might expect to find if we happened upon a vintage showing of Perry Mason, or for those of you who don’t know Perry Mason, if you happened to click on an evening’s episode of Law and Order.  Think Perry Mason or Jack McCoy and see them standing in the center of a court room about to disclose the details of a treacherous plot.  Imagine the witness box is filled, not with twelve angry men but, with the foundations of the earth, the hills and the mountains.  And imagine sitting in the witness box is the nation of Israel, well really the southern portion of the nation, because by the time Micah speaks the northern tribes have been wiped from the face of the earth.  Yes, approximately fifty years before Micah’s prophecy Sargon II, the Assyrian King, captured Shechem, the northern kingdom’s capitol, and those who had populated its streets were now enslaved in foreign lands never to return.  

Now lest you think I have made an unnecessary detour, stay with me for just a moment and I will connect the fate of the northern tribes to the court room scene of their southern kinsmen.  Chapter 17, verse 7 of II Kings reports that the reason the northern kingdoms suffered the fate of Sargon’s sword was because they “worshipped other gods and followed the practices of the nations.”  
What’s the connection between the story of the northern tribes and those who, according to Micah, are caught up in a court room scene where God is playing the prosecuting attorney?  The connection is that the charge God is bringing against Israel in Micah’s report is the same charge that was brought against the northern tribes fifty years prior; each had ceased to worship God in spirit and in truth; each had broken the covenantal relationship of worship.  And one would think that the southern tribes, having witnessed the fate of their northern kith and ken, would have behaved better!
But wait a minute is that really it?  Is that really all there is to it?  God has placed Israel on trial because their worship isn’t right?  Why is worship so important anyway?  Why would God allow the northern tribes to be carried away just because of worship practices and why would the southern tribes be on trial for the same?  Why, because nothing was more precious, more important to God than the worship of his people.  That’s why the Ten Commandments require that Israel worship no God other than Jehovah.  That’s why Deuteronomy 8:19 says if Israel worships any other god they will surely perish.  God knew that it was only in the context of a true and committed relationship that he and his people Israel would be able to walk together hand in hand, step for step.  God knew that only in the deep relationship that comes from true worship would God and God’s chosen sons and daughters be able to commune and grow; to love one another in ways that defy understanding.  The Israelites’ participation in worship was life giving and without it, without the relationship it fostered and built, God’s people would not know their God, would drift away and lose their connection with the source of their being and they would cease to be.  Worship was a formative act, a covenantal sign, between God and God’s people and like their northern cousins, Israel had broken the covenant and had ceased to worship their God

So now we know the case against Israel, now we know why God has stepped into the center of the courtroom and called the very formations of the earth to bear witness to what is about to happen.  Given the recent history of the northern portion of the people of Israel, those in the south must have known they were in a world of trouble.  Israel must have sensed that they were about to face a moment of reckoning with their God.  In this morning’s text the tension heightens, the scene comes more fully into view, the case has been leveled and the cross examination is about to begin.  God steps into the spot light and says, “My people, what have I done to you? How have I burdened you? Remember me?  I am the God who loves you; I am the God who brought you up out of Egypt.  I am the one who redeemed you from the land of slavery.  I sent a leader to guide you, remember Moses, Miriam and Aaron.  I sent Balaam and his donkey to speak words of power before the king of Moab, I kept you throughout your Exodus journey from the beginnings at Shittim to the end at Gilgal.  Remember me, the Lord who loves you?

This God who could have come with thunder and lightening; this God who could have sent another Sargon to destroy, this God to whom, in metaphor and in miracles, the foundations of the earth respond, speaks to his beloved people in tones so soft and loving, tones so full of pity and pleading that is hard to believe.
When Israel stopped worshipping God, God missed them.  When Israel stopped worshipping God, God sought them.  When Israel stopped worshipping God, God went to lengths beyond compare to gather Israel’s attention and to get them to hear the heart of the God who had saved them, sent them on a journey and met them at the journey’s end to establish them forever as his people.  This same God who could have called down armies instead seems to be calling Israel back into relationship with him with words tender and dear.
And now the scene switches again.  No longer are we in the center of the courtroom, now we seem to be in the defendant’s deliberation room.  Israel has gathered her best advisors and they have huddled together to see how they might respond to this enigmatic God who seems bent on loving and drawing his people back into a relationship of worship.  They ask, how shall we satisfy this God who has a case against us?  How shall we respond to the one who rescued us from Pharaoh and formed us as a people at Sinai?  What shall we do?  One among them speaks up and says, I know how we should come before the Lord to appease him, I know let us bring burnt offerings of calves a year old.  But then another among them speaks up and says, no, not one calf but 1,000’s of rams, and let’s not stop there, let’s also offer 10,000 rivers of oil.  
Now, can you feel the momentum?  Back in the defendant’s deliberation chambers yet another says not one calf, not 1,000 rams, not even all those rivers of oil, let’s offer our firstborn, the fruit of our bodies for the sins of our souls.  
When God speaks to Israel in tones of longing, when God reaches out to offer a chance to repair the rupture in their relationship of worship; what do they do?  They start giving God stuff!  Burnt offerings and calves, rams and rivers of oil and then the thought of the sacrifice of a child.  No!  No!  Israel, can’t you see, your God does not want your stuff.  Your God wants something else!  Yes Israel, God wants something much less material, much less easily given.  God wants your heart in true relationship and true worship.  For if God has your heart then all of your actions, all of your being, all of your possessions will follow.  
If God had Israel’s heart then this people would know their task was to do justly, to love mercy and to walk hand in hand with their God each step of the way.  Oh if God only had Israel’s heart then God would have Israel’s all.
And what about us today?  What if God stepped into the church that sits on the corner of Lincoln and Grove doing his best Perry Mason imitation or fixing on us that laser like Jack McCoy stare?  What if God stood in the chancel and instead of saying, oh my people, my people, what have I done to burden you; what if God said in words tender and dear; Community Church, I love you so much you are blessed by my word, you are born of my spirit; you are called by my power divine; you are led by the light, washed with the water and marked by a sacred sign.  What if God showed up right now and said you are part of a chosen people, you are children of Abraham; you are bought with a price, spared by a sorrow and saved by the blood of the Lamb.  And Community Church since I have done this for you, I wonder will you worship me with true worship?  Will you bow before me, giving me your life, doing the things of justice in the world, loving mercy especially for those who do not deserve it?  Will you worship me in here on Sunday, but even more so will you worship me out there on Monday?  Will the true love that I share with you extend beyond you to those around you, especially those who are not like you?
Will you worship me as I have asked you to do giving me not sacrifices or actions, not money or time; because if you give these things without first giving me your heart then they will come to naught.  Will you worship me by giving me your whole heart?  What if God showed up and asked these questions, what would our answers be?

Micah’s people had only the law to cling too; only the promise of a relationship with one who would come and be called the Messiah.  But you and I who were claimed by a cross, graced by a glory, loved by the Lord on high; only you and I; not those who lived in Micah’s time; only we have been fed by the faith, filled by the fountain and destined to testify of a savior who gave his heart and life so that we might give our hearts and our lives in true worship and in true service to our God and to the Christ.  

What if God showed up and said my people remember me I love you and I long for a relationship with you that is one of true worship.  I long for you to sing my songs, to read my Word, to commune with me in prayer; I love you, I want you by my side so that you may take in my words and I might share in your thoughts.  You have had my heart since the foundation of the world, and in truth I long for yours;  for if I have your heart I know you will be my ambassador carrying out my message; if I have your heart I know you will follow my laws, doing justice, loving mercy and walking with me all the days of your life.

Even more than Israel, you and I have the opportunity to be in true relationship with our God through the Savior who is Christ our Lord.  At the beginning of this New Year, in the early dawn of a new season of light, the season of Epiphany, when much will be revealed; God’s question to us, through the ancient words of the Prophet Micah and through the life of the Son is the same; may I have your true worship; may I know your heart in deep relationship with me?  May I?  Let us pray. 
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