
LET JUSTICE ROLL
Amos 5:21-24 David B. Keller
Luke 6:20-31 January 17, 2021
TEXT: Amos 5:24 But let justice rolll down like waters, and righteousness like an everflowing
stream.”  
PURPOSE: To hear, and hearken to, God’s call addressed to us, that we might speak and act for
justice and righteousness.  
____________________________________________________________________________

The prophet Amos was an outside agitator.  Years before God called him to
prophesy in Israel, a civil war had divided Israel into two countries.  The Northern
kingdom, also called “Israel,” just to confuse us, was the larger and more
prosperous of the two.  The Southern kingdom, called “Judah,” included
Jerusalem, the official center of worship.  After Israel divided into two countries, 
the Northern kingdom relocated its worship to places that had been centers of
worship before the temple in Jerusalem had been built.  God called Amos, whose
home was in Judah, to prophesy in Israel.  

Sending a foreigner to call out another country’s wrongdoing seems to me
to be a mission destined for failure.  Why in the world God would do such a thing
is hard to figure out.  But God has never been all that great at explaining God’s
reasons for lots of God’s doings from Bible times down to our time.  Think of our
country, which, as a nation, survived our very un-civil war, but with the divisions
which gave rise to that conflict very much alive even now.  How would we
northerners respond to a Southerner coming up here to call out our injustices, to
accuse us of being religious in form but not in substance? During our country’s
civil rights era, Black and White Freedom Riders from the North rode buses
together around the South, and were beaten and jailed for their efforts.  We know
that some Northerners were murdered because of their efforts to overcome Jim
Crow segregation of White and Black people. 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, whose life and legacy our nation
remembers tomorrow, was often accused of being an outside agitator, just like
Amos.  In 1963, King went from his home in Atlanta to Birmingham, Alabama, to
participate in civil rights demonstrations.  Eight moderate white pastors serving
churches in Birmingham wrote a open letter accusing him of being an outside
agitator and urging him to stop promoting nonviolent direct actions seeking justice
for black people on the grounds that the nonviolent protests would ignite civil
disturbances.  King was jailed for violating Birmingham’s anti-protest injunction.
During that time of imprisonment, he wrote a response to that letter which began
by disputing those pastors’ description of him as an outsider.  In fact, he had been
invited by a local organization affiliated with the Southern Christian Leadership
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Conference, of which King was president.  That response, which came to be
known as the “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” is one of the most influential of
his writings, especially with regard to his understanding of the responsibility
Christians have to work for justice for all people.  I have sat with and prayed over
that letter all this past week.  Ever since I have been pastor here at South
Newbury, this congregation has been glad to sing the songs of the civil rights
movement and recall the witness of King’s life and legacy on the Sunday before
Martin Luther King Day.  I decided to highlight the letter in this year’s service.  

Celebrating King’s legacy and the ongoing challenge of racial justice is
very different this year, compared to all our past observances.  I hope you’re
singing along to the songs we’re sharing today, but I realize how different it is for
us to not be singing in a congregation gathered together in our church building.
More profoundly, calls for racial justice have arisen this past year with an urgency
not seen in this country since the civil rights era of the 50's and 60'Ist.’ s  easy to find
the letter on the internet, and I encourage you to read the whole thing.  I want to
read a portion of that letter to those white pastors which I think addresses the
challenges that American churches are facing today.  

“There was a time when the church was very powerful--in the time when
the early Christians rejoiced at being deemed worthy to suffer for what they
believed. In those days the church was not merely a thermometer that
recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a thermostat
that transformed the mores of society.  Whenever the early Christians
entered a town, the people in power became disturbed and immediately
sought to convict the Christians for being ‘disturbers of the peace’ and
‘outside agitators.’  But the Christians pressed on, in the conviction that
they were ‘a colony of heaven,’ called to obey God rather than man. Small
in number, they were big in commitment. . . . 

“Things are different now. So often the contemporary church is a weak,
ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound.  So often it is an archdefender of
the status quo.  Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the
power structure of the average community is consoled by the church's
silent--and often even vocal– sanction of things as they are. . . . 

“But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before.  If today's
church does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will
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lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an
irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century. Every day
I meet young people whose disappointment with the church has turned into
outright disgust.”1  

That indictment rang true 60 years ago; I think it rings true today. 

I want to return to Amos, and to unpack his message.  The Northern
Kingdom under King Jereboam was economically prosperous.  It also was
outwardly very religious.  There were lots of religious festivals and lots of animal
sacrifices. But the country was awash in oppression of poor people and worship of
a variety of deities alongside worship of the one true God.  In today’s passage,
which may be one of the most famous, partially because Dr. King quoted it often, 
Amos says that God “hates” Israel’s festivals and ritual sacrifices.  “Take them
away!”  God says.  “I’m not listening to your songs praising me!” Rather, God
says through Amos, I want to see justice rolling like waters, and righteousness
flowing like a river.  God isn’t interested in ritual religion unless it’s tied to justice
and righteousness.  

What does this mean for us, a community of people associated with the
South Newbury Union Church, but scattered near and far, only gathering online
because of the pandemic?  What does this mean for us, for whom it takes almost
all the energy we have just to do the various things we do to support the ministry
of this church, to hear a call, once again, to be sacrificially committed to the cause
of justice?   For starters, we need to acknowledge that the call to commitment is
addressed to us.  We aren’t exempt because we’re just a small congregation whose
leaders are stretched thin enough by our efforts to keep our church going.  We
aren’t exempt because we are located in a rural community which is 
overwhelmingly white. As King quoted a judge in the Letter from Birmingham
City Jail, “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”  

Our church has been working on what is popularly described as “finding
our why” – on getting clear about why we’re here, on discerning our God-given
purpose.  It is not easy for us to include issues coming from the world around us
in our ‘why.’  We naturally and appropriately find answers to our ‘why’ right
within our fellowship– we are here to be a caring community encouraging each

1There are an abundance of websites presenting King’s letter in written or spoken form.  
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other’s faith.  We are here to nourish healthy community in the Newbury area. 
It’s not typical for us to include responding to injustice and violence in our ‘why.’ 
Here’s where King’s insight hits us right between the eyes: churches which avoid
or ignore opportunities to work for justice and peace run the risk of losing our
authenticity and being judged as irrelevant.  While I am convinced that churches
which include seeking justice and peace in their ‘why’ are more vital andmore
energized than churches which avoid those efforts, I also recognize that it’s hard
to imagine how we would get involved in working for justice, especially now,
when it is unsafe for us to come together even with each other, let alone to work
with people and groups beyond ourselves.  It is impossible to imagine what it
would be life for us to invest ourselves in working for justice and peace if we
don’t begin by talking with each other about faith’s relationship with the big
moral issues of our times.  Once the conversation gets going, the opportunities to
act begin to appear.   What I’m hearing from clergy colleagues is that churches
who are taking up those issues, for discussion or for action, are experiencing more
enthusiasm and momentum, and engaging with wider circles of people, than
churches whose energies are directed internally.  

So yes, for sure, this year’s celebration of the vision of Dr. King is unlike
any other, and our singing solos together in our homes may be the least of what’s
different.  The big difference is the challenge of the hour, the renewed call to the
church to be a thermostat, an agent of change. For sure, even the thought of
responding to that call is daunting.  But I think it’s God who is setting the
thermostat.  It’s God who sees the suffering running rampant in the world, God
who chooses the church to convey God’s hope for God’s world.  I think God’s
mission needs a church.  

I pray that our time virtually gathered for worship is spiritually nourishing
for all of us who come together in this no-longer-unfamiliar way.  I pray that the
faith that is nurtured in our worship enables us to look at what’s happening in our
crazy mixed up world not with fear, not with resignation, not with helplessness,
but with courage and hope and confidence.  Let justice roll, says Amos.  Let
justice roll, says God.  God has a plan for the healing of the world, and has a part
for us to play in that mission.  Do justice.  Love mercy.  Walk humbly with God. 
That’s all God wants of us.  God will take care of the rest.  


