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We turn now to our second reading which comes from Amos chapter 5, verses 18-24. Amos is 

speaking to the Israelites, in response to their longing for the day of the Lord, God’s final 

judgement day, to be upon them. Listen for God’s word to you this day.  

 

Alas for you who desire the day of the Lord! 

    Why do you want the day of the Lord? 

It is darkness, not light; 

19 
    as if someone fled from a lion, 

    and was met by a bear; 

or went into the house and rested a hand against the wall, 

    and was bitten by a snake. 

20 Is not the day of the Lord darkness, not light, 

    and gloom with no brightness in it? 

21 I hate, I despise your festivals, 

    and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

22 Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, 

    I will not accept them; 

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals 

    I will not look upon. 

23 Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

    I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 
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24 But let justice roll down like waters, 

    and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

 

This is the word of God for the people of God…thanks be to God.  

 

Amos,  who was a farmer before becoming a prophet, hits those listening to him with some 

hard truths, and what, at first read, feels like some harsh judgment. He comes to the people, 

laying it all out, holding back NOTHING.  

 I love this text because it calls to  mind a number of prophetic voices throughout history 

who have called us to action through words like those fiercely spoken by Amos and echoed 

even unto our own time by modern day prophets like Rev. Dr. William Barber, or through action 

itself, like lives lived out by Jesus, Mother Teresa, and numerous others. There are prophets in 

every time and place, and they are usually calling us to see things that we would rather turn a 

blind eye toward. They are calling us to see more clearly the mystery of God which we believe 

we already have figured out.  

Amos lived in Judah, outside the elite, chosen Israel, he would often travel over the 

country boundaries into Israel to release his prophetic voice on the Israelites. He traveled to a 

foreign land to bring God to people who thought they already knew God, already understood 

God, already held God in the palm of THEIR hands. And, here he comes, this farmer, with no 

status, not tied to any prophetic training, telling them, the ones who believe they are chosen, 

that they are getting it wrong. He tells them that what they expect is not what they are going to 

get. They are in for a surprise because though they may think they know the mystery of God, 
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God reminds them, and us, that we can’t even begin to grasp God’s vastness, God’s greatness. 

This is nothing new, and today we’re reminded just how old it is, the first prophetic writing in 

the bible makes it clear: we’ve found ways to allow our humanity, our expectations, our rules, 

to intercede and block God’s will with our own wills since the beginning of humanity.  

The people of Israel, to whom Amos is speaking, think that when the day of God arrives, 

when the final day of judgement is upon them, they will have political, economic, spiritual, and 

social victory, a victory that makes them the winners and others losers. But, Amos says that is 

not the case. Amos draws a dark picture that is quite frankly terrifying where darkness is met by 

more darkness, where escaping one threat merely means facing another, where rest can result 

in being struck by a snake slithering on the wall. This sort of day, this sort of final judgement, 

does not sound like the outcome someone of deep faith would want to hear is about to befall 

them, it sounds like a nightmare.  

Amos paints such a dark picture to get their attention, to get our attention. So that he 

can then get down to the nitty gritty of the issue, to focus their attention on what they do that 

makes them think their country, their way of doing things is superior over everyone else. 

Remember this is a foreign, uneducated, farmer who is bringing these words of God’s 

judgment.  He says:  

I hate, I despise your festivals, 

    and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

22 Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, 

    I will not accept them; 

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals 
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    I will not look upon. 

23 Take away from me the noise of your songs; 

    I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 

They have created rituals, ways of worship and celebrating, festivals that mark religious 

importance, and they are faithful in their practice of these days, but Amos says as he is speaking 

for God that this way of ritual practice is not going to cut it. The mystery of God is too big to be 

contained in animal sacrifice and solemn worship and ritual festivals. Those ways of 

worshipping, ways of celebrating God merely set the mind for what is to come, they are ways of 

preparing the body for what needs to be done. They are not the culmination of what is to be 

done. The prophet continues to what is probably the most famous line of his writings:  

But let justice roll down like waters, 

    and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

God surprises us once again by not being who we expect God to be, not wanting from us 

the thing we think God would want from us. In this text Amos is speaking to a people who 

expect that on the day of God’s victory, the day for which they wait, they will be the victors, 

they will be the ones standing victorious over all their enemies.  Over him and his people, 

remember he is from Judah, he is not one of them. But, according to Amos their expectations 

will not be met, their expectations are based on what they do not understand about God.  

You’ve heard it said: Do as I say, not as I do, others say: when someone shows you who 

they are, believe them the first time.  The difference in these two sayings is one emphasizes the 

words of a person, and the other emphasizes the actions of a person.   
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God says, it’s both, it’s the words: the rituals, the worship, the festivals, that set you up for 

taking action: letting justice roll like mighty waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 

stream.  They go together, they cannot be separated, and when they are separated, when we 

humans focus all our attention on the gathering for worship, and not taking into account the 

well-being of others, then we will be surprised with Gods’ response. Richard Rohr presents this 

idea as the public virtue versus the private virtue.   

Rohr says this, “Unlike its Jewish forebears, Christianity, in its first two thousand years, 

has kept its morality mostly private, interior, and heaven-bound, but with very few direct 

implications for what is now called our collective economic, social, or political life. I am not 

talking about partisan politics here, but simply the connecting of the inner world with the outer 

world.”1   

He goes on to define public virtue as “primarily about solidarity with others, as opposed 

to an exclusive concern with “my inner life.”  As different parts of the Body of Christ, we each 

have strengths and gifts that are needed by the entire body. We are called by the Spirit to use 

these gifts in service and love for our hurting world and not just for our private sense of 

“holiness.”2 

This year of all the years we have been given the opportunity to be the body of Christ 

outside the walls of the church building, the worship space, this year, in that way and so many 

others, has been unlike any other year in our lifetimes.  We have been given the opportunity to 

not be like those to whom Amos prophesies, those who believe the only way to reach God, to 

 
1 Rohr, Richard. Cac.org.  Solidarity A Public Virtue. 11-1-20. 
2 Ibid. 
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know God, is through worship and ritual and festivals, and we have instead been invited to be 

that which God calls us to be in a world that is literally dying for justice to roll down like waters, 

and seeking righteousness that is like an ever-flowing stream.  This has been our year! How 

might God respond to us if we were like the Israelites today, longing for God’s final day of 

victory to be upon us?  

The good news for us is twofold. The first and most important bit of good news for us is 

that we are no different than those for whom God longs to see living in just and righteous 

conditions.  So, we too become the recipients of God’s justice as it rolls down like waters, 

abundant and nourishing, for each one of us, God’s children, and we are the recipients of God’s 

righteousness as it pours over us like an ever-flowing stream. An ever-flowing stream, that does 

not end because we cannot get God’s call to us figured out. An ever-flowing, life-giving stream 

that as we receive it’s blessing upon us we are compelled to invite others into its stream with 

us, we are compelled to extend it’s flow to all that God has left to our care, the birds, the land, 

the people. Justice and righteousness are God’s gifts to us they always have been and they 

always will be but they are not just for us.  Which brings me to the second point of good news. 

It is God’s nature to offer us free flowing Justice and righteousness and God very clearly tells us 

time and time again what God longs for us to do, to participate in that flow of gifts to the world. 

God longs for us to be part of reconciliation in the world, bringing justice and righteousness to 

fruition for all of God’s creation, and we are told that is the priority over the rigors and 

structures and parameters within which we have placed religious understanding and measured 

faithfulness.  We get to choose to be part of that free flowing gift or to be the reason that it is 

stopped.  
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Friends, all of this, this time of worship, our gathering together, celebrating God is for nothing if 

there is not righteousness and justice behind it. Seeking salvation through worship and rituals, 

waiting for some appointed time of salvation is not what God is looking for, God wants the 

body of Christ, all of God’s children, all of creation to experience and receive justice and 

righteousness as salvation. Our time of salvation is now, our time of reconciliation is now, and it 

comes to us through the justice and righteousness of God, flowing over each of us, and by our 

willing participation in it, further extended to the world in which we work, play, and have 

families. It is lived out in the ways we care for one another, showing the same love to our 

neighbors that we long for God to show to us, extending grace and compassion and mercy to 

the world, creating moments of healing and reconciliation. This year is not over and those 

opportunities are endless.  

As we make commitments to the ministries of this faith community for the coming year 

we are called to ensure that we are not stopping the flow of God’s justice and righteousness, 

that we are not prioritizing our own salvation, our own private virtue over the well-being of all 

that for which we are being called to respond to in this world. We may not be able to ensure 

every single person is fed, or every single person feels loved, or all of the air and land are cared 

for in sustainable ways, but we can commit to do our parts, to do as much as we possibly can to 

be part of God’s justice and righteousness in the world, so that when people hear our name, 

Grace First Presbyterian church, they know that we are above anything else, living grace first 

with care for all of God’s children, all of God’s creation.  And that through us the justice and 

righteousness of God flow in mighty and profound ways. May it be so!  


