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There is an increasing tendency among modern [people] to imagine themselves ethical because they 

have delegated their vices to larger and larger groups.   

—Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society 

 

Ancient Witness:  Amos 5:10-12, 21-24 

 

They hate the one who reproves in the gate, 
    and they abhor the one who speaks the truth. 
Therefore because you trample on the poor 
    and take from them levies of grain, 
you have built houses of hewn stone, 
    but you shall not live in them; 
you have planted pleasant vineyards, 
    but you shall not drink their wine. 
 For I know how many are your transgressions, 
    and how great are your sins— 
you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, 
    and push aside the needy in the gate. 

 

Thus says the Holy One, the God of hosts: 

 

I hate, I despise your festivals, 
    and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies (thoughts and prayers). 
 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. 
 Take away from me the noise of your songs; 
    I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 
 But let justice roll down like waters, 
    and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

 

As I have said before, “The views of this pulpit do not necessarily reflect the views of everyone in this 

congregation.”  But that’s o.k., because the hope is not that we agree, but that the sermon will stimulate 

us all to enter into a dialogue with our Inner Teacher. 

 

In his autobiography, the great spiritual leader of the Hindu tradition, Mahatma Gandhi, responded to the 

criticism that he was getting too political and that he should stick with just spiritual teachings: 

 

My devotion to Truth has drawn me into the field of politics.  I can say without the slightest 

hesitation, and yet in all humility, that those who say religion has nothing to do with politics do 

not understand what religion is.  (p. 370) 
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Authentic religion, authentic spirituality, authentic love, has no choice but to address the political 

realities of the day.  And through the ages, religious voices have spoken loudly and clearly, 

unambiguously and unequivocally, on issues such as slavery and abolition, Jim Crow and racial 

discrimination, women’s suffrage and equality, public education, worker’s rights, and on and on.  Each 

generation. 

 

From the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures to Jesus to Gandhi to Martin Luther King, the voice for 

social justice speaks in every generation on behalf of the voiceless, the poor, the exploited and the 

powerless. 

 

The prophetic tradition is not about predicting the future, it’s about speaking truth to power.  And it 

flows naturally from a profound awareness of God, of the Oneness of reality and all people, of the inter-

related and inter-connected nature of reality, that we are all sisters and brothers created in the Divine, 

Sacred Image. 

 

The prophets, quite simply, were those who were captivated by the presence of God, who is love.  They 

were possessed by love.  Because one cannot profess to be for love and not be for justice.  Justice is an 

indispensable aspect of love. 

 

Justice addresses the system, the laws, the structure of society, how things are set up.  Daniel Day 

Williams, a theologian, said, “Justice is the order that love requires.”  And so prophets speak to those 

who are responsible for how a nation is structured.  In ancient Hebrew society, this was the rulers and 

the kings.  In the present day, it is “we the people,” who in turn hold our representatives and leaders 

accountable. 

 

So, as Cornell West put it, “Justice is what love looks like in public.”  Love is more than a feeling 

toward one’s partner or spouse or family.  Love is more than how we feel or act toward those in our 

small circle or even our limited field of vision.  Ultimately, it’s about our relationship with the world, 

with our whole society.  And so we are called to be engaged not just with our hearts but with our minds.  

We are called to be informed and educated about how things work on a legal and political level, out of 

our commitment to Holy Love.  And this demands the hard work to read, study and analyze!  We are 

called to connect the dots and make judgments, imperfect as they may be, judgments on behalf of love, 

on behalf of the whole human society.  We are not allowed to abdicate our responsibility and claim that 

the religious impulse is merely a personal, private piety that involves only “me and Jesus” or “me and 

the Divine.”  Because not to speak, is to speak for the status quo.  Not to act is to uphold the way things 

are.  There is actually no such thing as being a-political.  The question is only, “How?” 

 

And so justice is concerned with not simply personal morality but with the morality of the nation.  It is 

concerned not just about how we act individually but how we act collectively, as a society. 

 

Sometimes I hear, “But what about separation of church and state?”  And I think that’s great, I 

wholeheartedly support it.  Only we should not confuse this with the separation of ethics and state.  I 

agree we should not legislate theology and thereby establish a state religion.  The IRS is completely 

right—we as a church should not promote political parties or candidates. 

 

But churches and freedom riders who opposed Jim Crow laws were not imposing a religion.  Faith 

communities that opposed the Viet Nam War were not establishing a religion.  Faith leaders who 

advocated for child labor legislation were not breaching the wall of separation.  They were fighting for a 

more just, moral and loving society.  It seems to me we are not merely allowed to do this—we are 

obligated to. 
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When we read the prophet’s words, like today’s words of Amos, we might think, “How quaint.  But 

what has that to do with me?” 

 

Amos lived during the long and successful reign of Jereboam II when Israel reached its height as an 

empire.  They had military security and economic affluence.  The Israelites felt they deserved special 

favor simply because of their extravagant support of the official shrines and their public display of their 

devotion to God and county. 

 

So in comes Amos preaching harsh words saying that they will experience consequences because of 

their actions. All of this reliance on military might and wasteful spending—all of this injustice and 

inequality—is the road to ruin.  When will we ever learn? 

 

It was a time of violence, arrogance and insensitivity to the needs of the vulnerable and poor.  And 

Amos is saying, “Look, what goes around comes around.  As a nation, we are in big trouble.”   

 

The United States has been in a similar position, the height of its time as an empire.  Economic 

prosperity, military might, the whole thing.  Ridiculous and unsustainable military spending and worship 

of the false god of the free market and a remarkable insensitivity toward those who struggle, the poor, 

the low-wage workers. 

 

The word, “welfare,” is a symbol of this.  It’s beautiful word, really, that has been dragged through the 

mud.  It refers to the well-being of a person, one’s health and happiness.  What more beautiful desire is 

there than for the welfare of others?  But it became a derisive term in our winner-take-all world, as in 

“welfare mother” or “welfare queen.”  And LBJ’s war on poverty that never materialized morphed into a 

war on the poor and the workers in the 80’s and 90’s.  This nation became so concerned about the 

entitlement of the poor and union workers that it completely lost track of the entitlement of the rich and 

corporate welfare that has been exponentially higher.  One difference is that the poor and working class 

do not have economists, PR firms, marketers, congress persons, political action committees at their 

disposal to make their case.  And we have not heeded the Amos’ of our time.   

 

Now, the book of Amos probably was completed after the fact.  That is, after the disaster, after the fall 

of Israel happened.  And so it could have been a look backward to explain what when wrong, as biblical 

writers often did.  So Amos lashes out at the material excesses: 

 

Hear this word, you cows of Bashan, who oppress the poor, who crush the needy, who say to 

their husbands, “Bring me something to drink!” 

 

Then Amos describes all this bad stuff that will happen as a result: 

 

I gave you cleanness of teeth (famine) in all your cities and lack of bread in your places, yet you 

did not return to me…  Prepare to meet your God, O Israel! 

 

Alas for those who lie on beds of ivory, and lounge on their couches… who drink wine from 

bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils, they shall now be the first to go into exile and 

the revelry of the loungers shall pass away. 

 

The culture of self-indulgence and excess, of the entitlement of the rich and neglect of everyone else, 

this will lead to ruin. 
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Recently, we have learned of a treasure trove of documents dubbed, “The Paradise Papers,” that cast 

light about how powerful companies and “ultra-high-net-worth-individuals” (UHNWI) hide their money 

from the IRS.  Appleby, the law firm at the heart of the document leak, has 31,000 American clients. 

 

This is happening at a time when the Republican party and the Administration are pushing for tax cuts 

that will benefit almost exclusively the top 1% and multinational corporations.  So the money that is 

taxed is going down, with vast cuts in social programs to pay for them.  But on top of this, there is a 

huge amount of money that is not even taxed at all!  Completely off the books! 

 

A year and a half ago, there was another huge leak of documents from a law firm in Panama.  And it 

exposed the inner workings of over 200,000 companies, foundations and super-wealthy individuals 

where money laundering and tax-avoidance has been made easy.  As the Panama Papers demonstrate, 

Panama has long served as a tax haven.  A tax haven has 1) little or no income tax, 2) bank secrecy laws, 

and 3) noncooperation when it comes to sharing information on tax matters.  

 
James Henry of the Tax Justice Network issued a report a few years ago (2012) that said wealthy 

families have $21 to 31 trillion of hidden assets in offshore tax havens worldwide. 

 

And what’s often overlooked is that developing countries account for a third of these hidden offshore 

assets.  Countries in Africa, for example, have money hidden from them in the U.S., U.K. and 

Switzerland. 

 

This constitutes a theft.  It robs children of precious resources, globally, from schools, from clean water, 

from health care, from food and nutrition.  It robs working families who are left trying to pay the bill, 

trying desperately to hold the social system together. This is the heist of the century! 

 

So if you’re rich, you can avoid paying taxes.  And then there is less money for basic things like roads 

and schools.  Politicians then say, “We’re broke” and blame the teachers and try to take away their 

pensions and reduce their salaries.  This is a theft, robbery from the people of this nation.  And it has to 

change. 

 

Some say, “Why are you so upset?  This is all perfectly legal.”  By the same logic, slave owners said the 

same thing.  The point is, the legality of these tax havens is a moral abomination!  As theologian 

Reinhold Niebuhr said years ago, individuals can pretend to be moral and delegate their vices to a 

society that is immoral. 

 

The wealthy elite manipulate more and more money out of the system; then in turn, they use this wealth 

to change the laws, avoid taxes and change the system for their advantage.  This enables them to extract 

even more wealth, and so on.  We are in a spiral of an ascendency of an oligarchic elite. 

 

What are we to say of this?  New Testament scholar and activist, Ched Myers writes: 

 

The Bible recognizes that inequalities will inevitably arise in a “fallen” society—a realism it 

shares with the worldview of modern capitalism.  Unlike the social Darwinism of the latter, 

however, the biblical vision refuses to stipulate that injustice is therefore a permanent condition.  

Instead, God’s people are instructed to dismantle, on a regular basis, the fundamental patterns 

and structures of stratified wealth and power, so that there is “enough for everyone.” 
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As the great folk singer, Woody Guthrie, sang, “As through this life you travel, you meet some funny 

men.  Some rob you with a six-shooter, some with a fountain pen.”  My former U.S. Representative 

when I lived in Chicago, Jan Schakawsky, concluded, 

 

We must act to hold corporate deserters and wealthy elites who cheat the system accountable.  

They receive the benefits of our infrastructure, our government funded research and our 

workforce, and they need to pay their fair share of our public investment. 

 

This is a pressing moral and ethical issue of our times.  Not only wealthy elites but large corporations 

are stealing from the people by setting up shell companies and inversions.  Major corporations buy 

foreign companies, change their official address and pay lower taxes on profits they shift offshore, even 

though they operate predominantly in the U.S., for example.  Sometimes this money is “repatriated” for 

pennies on the dollar for taxes owed.  Corporations have figured out how to play nation against nation to 

avoid paying their fair share. 

 

The anti-poverty non-profit organization, Oxfam America, issued a report (“Broken at the Top”) in 

which they say that the 50 biggest U.S. companies have $1.4 trillion stashed away.  Oxfam President, 

Raymond Offenheiser, writes, “The vast sums large companies stash in tax havens should be fighting 

poverty and rebuilding America’s infrastructure.” 

 

Citizens for Tax Justice issued a report in 2016 in which they say 500 corporations are holding $2.4 

trillion in tax havens, avoiding almost $700 billion in U.S. taxes.  And the Government Accounting 

Office (GAO) said that between 2008 and 2014, large profitable corporations paid an effective tax rate 

of only 14%, and one in five paid no tax at all!  Corporations such as G.E., Boeing, Verizon, Bank of 

America, Citigroup… no tax at all. 

 

In 1952, corporate income tax covered 33% of the federal budget.  Today it covers 9%.  Everyone else 

makes up the difference. 

 

That spiritual genius, Martin Luther King, was very political.  He not only challenged unjust Jim Crow 

laws and promoted anti-discrimination legislation, but he also advocated for government programs for 

the poor, an anti-war policy and fair treatment and wages for workers.  Because of this, he was accused 

of extremism.  And he famously responded to this charge: 

 

So the question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be.  Will 

we be extremists for hate or love?  Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for 

the extension of justice? 

 

King answered with his own life.  As did Gandhi.  As did Jesus himself, who, King said, “was an 

extremist for love, truth and goodness.” 

 

Friends, these and many other women and men through the generations demonstrated not just the 

determination, the intelligence and the passion for justice, but they also demonstrate the utter 

fearlessness that true enlightenment bestows.  May we trust that the same Spirit—the same 

Consciousness—that inspires us will also grant unto us the courage. 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 


