
Amos 5: 21-24  
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. 
24 But let justice roll down like waters, 
    and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 
 
Tomorrow is Martin Luther King Day, an opportunity for us to honor one of our nation’s 
greatest prophets and to celebrate his vision of people of all races coming together as part of 
one family, something he called the Beloved Community. Even when he was first thrust into the 
national spotlight as a Civil Rights leader, King was powerfully articulating this vision. Listen to 
his words: 
 
“But the end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved 
community. It is this type of spirit and this type of love that can transform opposers into friends. 
It is this type of understanding goodwill that will transform the deep gloom of the old age into 
the exuberant gladness of the new age. It is this love which will bring about miracles in the 
hearts of [all].” 
 
This vision was most famously articulated when hundreds of thousands of people gathered in 
DC for the March on Washington where King gave one of the most famous speeches in 
American history, the “I Have a Dream Speech.” 
 
“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character… I have a dream that one 
day… little black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white 
girls as sisters and brothers.” 
 
It is such a compelling dream, isn’t it? It’s pretty much what I want for my kids – to be judged 
based on their character, to be able to join in friendship and love with other kids regardless of 
race or religion or any other category.  
 
Throughout his speeches and writings, King would often quote the prophets of the Hebrew 
scriptures, prophets like Amos who we ready earlier today. Like King, the Hebrew prophets 
articulated a vision of the world that God longs for us to create. Amos speaks of justice and 
righteousness coming so naturally that it’s like a flowing river, and that it endures forever, like a 
never ending stream.  
 



Amos was far from the only prophet who used beautiful imagery to articulate his vision. 
Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, we have images of peace where swords are beaten into 
plowshares, visions of reconciliation where even the lion and the lamb will lie down together, 
and the hope-filled day where God promises that no one will hurt or destroy on God’s holy 
mountain.   
 
Like King’s Dream, these visions give me profound hope. Don’t we all want to live in a world 
where enemies are reconciled, where peace prevails, where no one hurts another? The vision 
of King, like the vision of the prophets before him, invite us to imagine a reality that is so lovely, 
so beautiful that we give our lives to making that vision come to be. 
 
And it would be nice if I could end my sermon right here. Most of what we will hear about King 
tomorrow will end right here…with the part about his beautiful vision where we overcome 
racial division and are able to interact simply as fellow human beings. But I’m afraid we can’t do 
that…not if we truly want to honor MLK because he had a lot more to say, specifically he had 
more to say about what we must do if we are to make his dream a reality. Here are some of the 
things that King also said that you likely won’t hear at MLK celebrations tomorrow: 
 
“The evils of capitalism are as real as the evils of militarism and racism. The problems of 
racial injustice and economic injustice cannot be solved without a radical redistribution 
of political and economic power.” 
 
And this:  
 
“Whites, it must frankly be said, are not putting in a similar mass effort to reeducate 
themselves out of their racial ignorance. It is an aspect of their sense of superiority that 
the white people of America believe they have so little to learn .” 
 
And finally, from the most important document to come out of the Civil Rights 
Movement, King’s letter from Birmingham City Jail:  
 
“First, I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the 
white moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great 
stumbling block in his stride toward freedom is not the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, 
who is more devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the 
absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: “I 
agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action”; 
who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives by 
a mythical concept of time and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a “more 
convenient season.” Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating than 
absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.” 
 
Friends, I’m afraid we can’t authentically celebrate King’s beautiful dream if we’re not willing to 
be challenged by his critique of capitalism and inequality, his critique of white people wanting 



to jump to the dream without being willing to work and sacrifice to make it a reality. Because 
the truth is that we still live in a nation of tremendous racial inequity. 
 
In some cities in America, nearly 70-80% of black men have spent time in jail. Black people and 
white people, for instance, use illegal drugs at virtually the same rate, but blacks people are far 
more likely – as much as 20 times more likely according to some studies – to be arrested for it. 
(Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow). The median wealth of a white family is $171,000 and 
the median wealth of a black family is $17,600. (Cnn Report) And in the greater Boston area, 
according to a 2017 study, the median net worth of black families is $8 while the median net 
worth for white families was $257,000, a number so shocking that the Boston Globe headline 
about the study began, “That Was No Typo: The Median Net Worth of Black Bostonians Really is 
$8.”  
 
As long as this kind if inequality exists, then I’m not sure King’s vision can ever become a reality 
unless that inequality is addressed. King, himself, said as much. And that raises some pretty 
hard questions for us, especially for those of us who are white. It might mean that I have a 
responsibility to redistribute some of my wealth, particularly generational wealth that I inherit 
because for generations black people, by and large, did not have access to wealth to pass along 
to their children and grandchildren. It might mean that I should first listen to critiques of the 
criminal justice system from people of color rather than rushing to defend. And maybe more 
than anything, it might mean that I have to be willing to be challenged and sit in discomfort 
rather than jumping to cliches about “not seeing color” and “not a racist bone in my body.” 
 
If we truly want to honor MLK this weekend, the way to truly honor a prophet is to not only 
celebrate their words that paint such a hope-filled vision but to also be willing to sit with their 
words that make us profoundly uncomfortable. That is true for King and it’s true for all the 
prophets who came before or will come after. Before Amos painted his beautiful vision of 
justice flowing like waters, he offered a stirring rebuke to the elite, especially to the religious 
elite of his day.  
 
Speaking in the voice of God, Amos 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 
    I will not look upon.” 
 
Amos was telling the people that their worship, their religious ceremonies were worthless if 
they did not address the injustice throughout their land. Like King in his day, like many of Amos’ 
prophetic contemporaries, he was largely rejected for saying such a hard truth. We don’t like to 
hear words of critique, do we? I certainly don’t. But what I find so amazing about the Hebrew 
prophets, is that even if they weren’t accepted in their lifetime, the same community that they 
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were critiquing, eventually came to not only accept their words as true, but to accept them as a 
Word from God.  
 
Think about that for a minute. The very people who were most critiqued by what Amos and the 
other prophets were saying were willing to hear that message as a Word from God. What if we 
were willing to do the same for our prophets – not just King – but all those who challenge us to 
build a land of greater justice and equality for all people even if they challenge and critique us? 
 
The temptation this weekend as we celebrate the legacy of MLK is to turn only to his words that 
make us feel good and to talk about how much progress we’ve made. But if we do that, we’re 
not really honoring him. What we’re actually doing is dismissing him. My hope for me, my hope 
for us all is that we will be so compelled by the vision of his Dream, so compelled by the vision 
of people like Amos and the other prophets, that we are willing to be made uncomfortable, 
willing to be called out, willing to be challenged because we know that that Dream requires us 
to work, requires us to sacrifice, requires us to examine how we are complicit in systems of 
injustice if it is ever to be fully realized.  
 
So this weekend, and always, may we remember and honor and be challenged by Martin Luther 
King, perhaps our greatest prophet, even if doing so means we have to be uncomfortable for a 
while. Because I promise you, if we can do that, if we can have that challenge transform us, the 
Dream will most certainly be worth whatever discomfort it may cause to get there.  
 


