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“A Message for Times Like These: Justice for All” 

Text: Amos 5:1-15, 21-24  

 

A homeless man was walking down the street one Sunday morning when he saw the open doors 

of a church.  He felt a nudge to go inside, so he walked into the church.  He was barely inside 

when one of the ushers gave him the once over.  The usher came to the homeless man and asked 

what he wanted.  The man explained that he wanted to come inside to worship God.  The usher 

gave said with a smile, “We’d love to have you worship with us, but first you have to get cleaned 

up and put on some nicer clothes.”  The homeless man got the message and walked away. 

 

Discouraged, he sat on the front steps where he could hear the organ music begin to play.  He 

listened as he heard the congregation sing the opening hymn.  He was so caught up in the sounds 

coming from within that he failed to notice the man dressed in white sitting beside him.  Startled, 

he saw the man and with a surprised look he said, “You look like Jesus!” 

 

The man smiled and said, “I am, but what are you doing sitting outside this church?”  The 

homeless man explained his story and said that he had been turned away.  Jesus put his hand on 

the man’s hand and said, “Don’t worry, my son.  I’ve been trying to get into that church for years 

myself and still haven’t made it.” 

 

File that one under the category of a humorous story with a twist at the end.  Though no church 

is perfect, I am grateful that the places I have served have been very welcoming.  The little 

country churches were places that farmers would often come in from the fields, dressed 

comfortably, but taking a brief break from their work to worship and give thanks.  They were 

well-received.  In my urban ministry, we had a large community of homeless people who 

worshipped with us each Sunday.  Like all who attended the church, I took pride in learning their 

names and getting to know them and being able to call them by name.  And here at First Church, 

I have seen remarkable hospitality that has received visitors and returning guests with kindness.   

 

It will be one of my fondest memories the Sunday that a young boy with special needs was 

present in our 11 a.m. worship service.  He would sometimes walk up and down the aisle during 

the service and folks smiled kindly and understandingly toward him.  On one occasion he tugged 

at my sleeve and I held him while conducting the service and then he walked down the aisle and 

sat in the lap of another member.  What a beautiful sight to see this man wrap his arms around 

the young boy and make him feel loved.  He stayed there for several minutes before sliding off 

his lap and moving on to someone else.   

 

These are signs of hospitality, but they are something more.  They are images of loving kindness, 

acceptance, respect.  These are the things any of us would want, for ourselves or for others.  We 



want to be loved and to belong.  We want this for ourselves and we strive to provide that for all 

God’s children. 

 

I remember a dear friend who, with tears in her eyes, told me about how her daughter found help 

at a church in Indianapolis.  Her daughter, Kay, struggled with addictions.  Her family would 

worry a lot, going for long periods of time without hearing from her.  They had always told that 

if she needed help and didn’t know where to turn, to go to a church.  It was good advice.  One 

day Kay walked into a little church on the near eastside of Indianapolis and asked for help.  They 

welcomed her and got her the help she needed.  My friend shared this story with tears in her 

eyes, thankful for the ministry of that church that was there when her daughter was in need.  

 

Yes, this is the ministry of the church, reaching out to those who are hurting, offering hope to 

those who are despairing, caring for those who are in need.  This is what we are called to do.  

This is who we are called to be.  But it also has another name.  It is justice.  It is practicing that 

justice that sees all God’s children as worthy and beloved and treats everyone with the kindness 

and love that we would want for ourselves and for our loved ones. 

 

We cannot take this ministry for granted.  In the book of Amos, we see that the people of God 

have forgotten to practice this justice.  They want these things for themselves, but they are slow 

to provide justice for others.   

 

I find myself feeling sorry for Amos.  From the opening verse, we read that he was a shepherd by 

vocation.  But God called him to share a message.  And that message is not very pleasant.  Amos 

has been chosen to share that God is angry with the people.  The reasons for this anger are 

outlined in the early chapters of this little book.  And there are many.  The people have taken 

advantage of the poor, failed to care for those in need, they have lived in comfort while those 

around them are suffering.  Poor Amos has the task of delivering this message    

 

But in the final verse of today’s lesson, Amos offers a word of hope.  For all that they had done 

to bring displeasure to God, he shows them what is needed.  The solution will not be found in 

holding religious festivals or through burnt offerings.  They could offer all the burnt offerings 

they could imagine, but this is not what God is seeking.  What does God ask of them?  The 

answer is found in v. 24.  “But let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever 

flowing stream.”  What will turn God’s anger is for them to live justly with one another.  To do 

this, to see the people living with justice toward all people, is what ultimately pleases God more 

than any burnt offerings or religious festivals.  God’s delight is found in the people living justly 

together. 

 

And on one level, this is a simple statement that most everyone would agree with.  No one wants 

to be treated unjustly.  We all want that for ourselves.  We want to be treated with respect and 

consideration.  The difficulty is that sometimes what we want for ourselves and what we are 

willing to give to others can be very different. 

 

It is interesting that the call for justice is enshrined in some of the national documents that we 

celebrate on this weekend.  In the preamble to the Declaration of Independence we hear these 

fine words, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that are men are created equal, that they are 



endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and 

the pursuit of happiness.”  Those are powerful words enshrining the idea that we are all equal.  

And yet, when these words were penned, African-Americans were deemed only 3/5 of a person 

and women were denied the right to vote.   

 

Just a few years later, in 1784 the Methodist Church was formed.  As the church formed its 

bylaws, one of the great controversies was the church’s stance on slavery.  John Wesley abhorred 

it.  Early leaders tried to get the church to take a stance against the enslavement of people.  The 

church debated and then removed opposition to slavery from our bylaws.  How might history 

have been different if one of the leading religious voices in our country had taken an early stand 

against slavery?   

 

In 1892 Rev Francis Bellamy, a Baptist minister and a cousin to Edward Bellamy, the author of 

one of the most highly prized books of the early 20th century, “Looking Backward”, wrote what 

would come to be known as the Pledge of Allegiance.  He wanted it to be brief enough that it 

could be memorized easily and recited in 15 seconds.  He originally wanted to include the words 

equality and fraternity into the pledge, but feared that it would be rejected by those who were 

against women’s rights and racial equality.  Instead he ended it with the words, “…with liberty 

and justice for all.” 

 

Justice for all.  We say those words knowing that it is still a process.  We have not reached that 

goal.  The words challenge us to make that claim a reality in our midst.  Everyone is created 

equal.  Everyone is treated justly.  No one is overlooked. 

 

That is the power of Amos’ imagery for justice.  “Let justice roll down like waters and 

righteousness like an everflowing stream.”  Justice can be deferred for a time, but it cannot be 

denied.  God’s justice can be deferred, but eventually it will overflow the obstacles and continue 

to flow as intended.  Justice will prevail. 

 

Delia Owens has written a beautiful novel, “Where the Crawdads Sing.”  It tells the story of a 

young woman living in the swampland of North Carolina.  She finds herself living alone and 

learning how to survive in her own way.  The people of the community see glimpses of her from 

time to time, but rather than trying to help, they create stories about the wild swamp girl and her 

evil ways.  The one soul who consistently helps her is an African American man and his family.  

They are there for her in times of need and offer their support and encouragement. 

 

There is a murder in town and speculation turns to the wild swamp girl.  She is arrested and 

placed on trial.  As the trial is winding down, her attorney addresses the jury with his final 

argument.  He says, “We called her the Marsh Girl.  Many still call her that.  Some people 

whispered that she was part wolf or the missing link between ape and man.  That her eyes 

glowed in the dark.  Yet in reality, she was only an abandoned child, a little girl surviving on her 

own in a swamp, hungry and cold, but we didn’t help her.  Except for one of her friends, 

Jumpin’, not one of our churches or community groups offered her food or clothes.  Instead, we 

labeled and rejected her because we thought she was different.  But, ladies and gentlemen, did 

we exclude Miss Clark because she was different, or was she different because we excluded her?  

If we had taken her in as one of our own---I think that is what she would be today.  If we had fed, 



clothed and loved her, invited her into our churches and homes, we wouldn’t be prejudiced 

against her.”  And then he concludes his statement to the jury with these words, “It is time, at 

last, for us to be fair to the Marsh Girl.” 

 

In that statement, I hear the voice of a shepherd echoing through history.  Let justice roll down.  

Let it flow like and everflowing stream.”  Let us treat one another fairly, equitably.  We want this 

fairness for ourselves and our loved ones, but we have to want it for all God’s people.  This is 

our calling.  This is the invitation from the prophet Amos, to join together in that work that 

brings delight and joy to God, to work together for justice for all.   

 


