So What Does the Lord Require?
John Goldingay
Micah 6:8 has provided the seminary with its motto for the year and with the text for a whole sequence of chapel sermons.  But what do his words actually mean?  It has just occurred to me that I should have written a sidebar on this about eight months ago, but better late than never….

“Do justice” (NRSV).  
Justice (and social justice) is an expression we are always using, and it seems obvious what it means.  But maybe it’s not so obvious.  In English, “justice” often refers to the fairness and the rightness of what we do.  That is not what Micah’s word mishpat means.  In English we also talk about the proceedings of justice, the processes by which we come to decisions.  Sometimes the proceedings of justice can be quite unjust.  Yet they are still “justice”!  Justice means the decision-making process.  Micah’s word is closer to that.  The KJV translated it “judgment,” and that was a better translation – because there are right judgments and wrong judgments, right decisions and wrong ones.    
So mishpat is a word connected with decision-making and exercising authority.  It’s related to the title of the “judges” in the book of Judges, who were people who took decisive action when decisive action was needed.  They were “leaders”; mishpat is almost a word for leadership.  When Micah talks about “doing justice” he is saying that Yhwh expects us to take decisive action.  

But there can be decisive action that is unjust and wrong.  So in the manner of Hebrew parallelism his exhortation raises a question in the first phrase that he has to answer in the second phrase.  What sort of decisive action are you looking for, Micah?
“Love mercy” (TNIV).  
Here’s a weird thing.  In the first phrase, the modern translations abandon the KJV, and it’s a shame.  In this second phrase, they follow the KJV, and it’s a shame.  The KJV itself was following the Septuagint in using the word “mercy,” and mercy is part of what Micah means, but only part.  His word is hesed, which translations often represent by “steadfast love.”  NRSV has “kindness,” which is a bit wishy-washy.”  The word is actually close to Greek agape.  I think the nearest English word is “commitment.”  

There are two circumstances in which you show hesed in the OT.  One is when there is no reason to be generous or merciful to someone else, there is no prior relationship between you and them, but you nevertheless act generously or mercifully.  You commit yourself to the other person even though you have no obligation to them.  Commitment is then closely related to grace.

The other circumstance is when there is a prior relationship, but the other person has surrendered all right to expect that commitment will continue.  Suppose they were your friend and they have betrayed you.  If you refuse to let this sever the relationship, if you carry on being generous and merciful – that’s commitment.  It’s then closely related to faithfulness – it’s a kind of faithfulness that persists when it would be under no obligation to do so.
So this second word nuances Micah’s first word.  Yahweh wants us to act decisively in a way that shows commitment to people, in reaching out to them and then in staying faithful beyond the call of duty.  
What he is after is first of all the opposite of doing nothing and is then the opposite of holding back from commitment or running out of commitment.  The way Hebrew uses the verb “love” links with that.  In the OT, “love” isn’t just an emotion but an action.  Love implies dedicating oneself to something.  Loving commitment doesn’t mean merely being moved by it emotionally.  It means giving yourself to it.
“Walk humbly with your God.”  Micah’s earlier words are ones that the OT uses a lot; they are rich with resonances.  His last verb comes only this one time, so it makes people think in a new way.  It does have a related adjective that comes once in a comment about the “humble” person and the arrogant person (Prov 11:2).  That gives us a clue to the idea behind the verb.  Being humble is the opposite of being arrogant, being confident about deciding what to do, about ethics and devotion and lifestyle.  People who ignore what Yhwh says are like that (Ps 119 talks about them).  But of course so, maybe, are we.
