
“Death Wish”  Amos 5:18-27 

 There is an old religious joke that goes like this: “In the beginning 

God created human beings in God’s own image, and ever since then, we 

have returned the favor.”  What that means is that humans and the 

religions we develop, always produce beliefs in which God turns out to be 

very much like us, having very much the opinions that we have.   

Coincidence?  Not really.  For example, we discover the value of strength 

and we use forms of power to make our way in the world.  So God too is 

strong and powerful, only, when we attribute these qualities to God, we 

say that in God they are infinite.  Humans may be strong, but God is 

almighty.  In the case of nations which are prosperous, the religions in 

these nations assume that God is behind their success, giving his approval 

and blessing what we do.  One of the worst consequences resulting from 

humans remaking God in our own image occurs when we go to war 

impulsively, believing with ease that our cause is righteous. Another 

terrible outcome occurs when one people rejects people who are different 

because they believe their own race or religion is chosen by God and 

others are not.  To this some add a vengeful element, that maybe, the 

judgment we wish to see upon these others is part of a plan to glorify God 

and vindicate God’s true believers.  This is what many people believe who 

seem anxious for what they called the “End times” or the apocalypse.      

In our scripture from the prophet Amos this morning we see this 

happening.   The powerful religious and political leaders of Israel were 

working together in ways that were shameful.  They were not only 

neglecting to help the poor, but they were shamefully abusing the weakest 

in society.  And this religious shame continues.  A brief story in the New 

York Times the other day revealed that at least 231 children who sang in a 

boys’ choir led for 30 years by the brother of former Pope Benedict XVI 

were abused over a period of almost four decades. The forms of abuse 

might change but the pattern is the same.  But here is the amazing part:  

The people in control of the nation of Israel and its religion, who were 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/benedict_xvi/index.html?inline=nyt-per


benefiting from it, were so convinced they were right, that they actually 

were calling for the “The Day of the Lord” to occur.  Now in the history 

of Israel “The Day of the Lord” referred to the final judgement Day when 

God would come to bless his chosen and cast out the rejected.  So these 

powerful leaders of Israel had so remade God in their own image, that they 

actually believed the Day of the Lord would usher in more of God’s 

blessings for them and people like them!  So you can imagine their shock 

when Amos the prophet said.   “Why do you want the day of the Lord? It 

is darkness, not light; as if someone fled from a lion, and was met by a 

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

bitten by a snake. Is not the day of the Lord darkness not light?” If 

anything the Day of the Lord would reveal their own sinful greed.  

And then, as if to get out of the way so that these leaders could hear 

from God directly, Amos writes these devastating words from God, “I 

hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn 

assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain 

offerings, I will not accept them. Take away from me the noise of your 

songs. . . But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like and 

ever flowing stream.” 

Here were the most respected and powerful leaders of Israel carrying 

out all the public religious practices that would bless their public policies, 

and God says, “I despise what you do!”  What a shocker!  Can you 

imagine if the prophet Amos walked into our service this morning and 

gave us a message like this?  We would be insulted!  Or what if the 

chaplain of the United States Congress spoke to our lawmakers like this 

and said “Let justice roll down like waters” just before they voted on a bill 

to cut funding programs that address hunger in America.  It would barely 

make any sense to them if their understanding of God is of someone who 

simply supports what they stand for—a God who will come on the final 

day to establish their views against those who oppose them and therefore 

oppose God.  



So Amos reminds us that when the day of judgment comes there will 

be a lot of surprised people—even God’s people. Even believers in the one 

true God may find that they are part of the problem why the world does 

not work as well as God intended.   

But what is the remedy?  Well, all that can be said now is what is 

implied by our passage for today: their problem and ours is the strong 

disconnection between our worship and the way we live.  All our 

beautiful worship and all our “sweet” relationship with the Lord, is 

meaningless if not expressed in lives dedicated to justice and 

righteousness.   

So let it roll, like the ever rolling waves of the sea and the ever 

flowing streams.  Let it to touch the land, where we live our lives with 

others.  And let it bring glory to the God, God as God really is, not the one 

of our making – to the God whose true nature is revealed, not in our 

thoughts or desires about God, but in the love and justice shown to us in 

Jesus Christ. Amen.     


