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Rivers of the Bible: Justice and Peace (Like a River)  
 
Introduction to Scripture 
Before we turn our attention to our scriptures for today, I’d like to give a 
little introduction or orientation to where we are, in terms of today being the 
third or actually fourth week of our seven week summer series on the theme 
of the Rivers of the Bible. 
 
The first week, as a reminder or introduction, we began with an 
experimental circular worship in our fellowship area downstairs, in which, in 
place of the sermon, we organized ourselves into a river flowing through that 
space, each placing ourselves along the course of the river wherever felt our 
lives landing at that moment—from the headwaters and source, to the riffles 
and rapids, to the winding bends and flat straight stretches, to the wide deep 
estuary or mouth. As we passed the microphone downstream to share our 
own river thoughts, we created our own flowing river of shared testimony 
together.  
 
The last two weeks have seen us focus on some key river stories in the Bible. 
Two weeks ago we began at the beginning with the story about the river of 
paradise that was said to flow out of the Garden of Eden. The question that 
week was the question of ultimate source, the question of ultimate 
beginning. Where actually does a river begin?, as a way of wondering, 
Where actually does all of this begin? My sermon that week included a 
personal adventure story of hiking up the side of Mount Tabor in southern 
Vermont trying to find the exact source of Otter Creek that flows through 
our town here.   
 
Last week we worshiped outside under the maple trees, and in addition to 
hearing a beautiful sermon from a pileated woodpecker that was calling 
behind me as I preached, we also focused on another great river story in the 
Bible, the story in Exodus of baby Moses being left in a basket in the Nile 
River as a way of saving his life from the persecution of the Pharaoh. The 
theme last week, a theme that is expressed in many of the mythologies and 



languages of the world, was the connection between river and mother, or the 
power of rivers and the mothering power to bring forth and sustain life.  
 
Part of the major draw of focusing on rivers for a few weeks together, I 
think, is that the metaphor of a river is one of the most natural and one of 
the most compelling metaphors for life itself, and specifically for the course 
of a human life, for the course of our own lives. Like a river, we have a 
beginning, an origin, a source that precedes our own consciousness or 
individuality. And then we are born into this world, and not terribly unlike 
Moses coming from the waters of the Nile, each of us literally comes into 
the world through the original waters of our mother’s womb. And then of 
course our lives unfold and twist and tumble and turn in different ways like 
different rivers, to make us the people that we are today. And so too looking 
ahead, peering downstream towards the unknown, we know that our journey 
hasn’t reached its end yet, that our river still has some way to go, still some 
twists and turns to make, until it brings us to our own natural end.  
 
With this metaphor of life being like a river, I’d like to invite you to think 
about how our own River study here is also starting to take the shape and 
follow the course of a human lifespan. And so for our next step today, I’m 
going to propose that we jump ahead from birth and infancy all the way to 
the young adult and adolescent phase of life. A time of rapid and significant 
and sometimes awkward and frustrating development. A time when we 
begin to have big feelings about big things. What is love? What is the 
meaning of life? Who am I? What’s right and what’s wrong? What’s true 
and what’s phony? Why is there so much injustice in the world? And why 
isn’t there more justice? What’s really going on here?  
 
In the Bible there’s a group of texts that speaks powerfully and directly to 
these big questions that’s sometimes called Wisdom Literature. This part of 
the Bible that we’ll hear from today is less the stories and history part of the 
Bible, and more the poetry. Next week, as a plug looking ahead, we’ll be 
returning to stories again, as we’ll hear the great river story about Jesus as a 
30-year old being baptized by John in the Jordan River, signaling his ritual 
passage into full adulthood.  
 
But for today, before we get to the adulthood phase of the river of life, as we 
hear a mixed selection of these Wisdom texts, I invite you to try to listen 



from the perspective of whatever adolescent fervor or angst you might 
remember having, and that might still, like a seed, be alive somewhere deep 
within you. Think back to when you were 18, for example. Were you angry 
at what the older generations were making of the world? Were you searching 
for more beauty? More truth? More justice? More wisdom? More God? 
Were you in love, or lovesick, heartbroken? Where was the spiritual, 
existential passion and longing of your life?  
 
And so now, a selection of River Poetry, from the Wisdom books of the 
Bible.  
 

*** 
 
Amos	5:	21-24	

“I hate, I despise your religious 
festivals; 
    your assemblies are a 
stench to me. 
22 Even though you bring me 
burnt offerings and grain 
offerings, 
    I will not accept them. 
Though you bring choice 
fellowship offerings, 
    I will have no regard for 
them. 
23 Away with the noise of your 
songs! 
    I will not listen to the music 
of your harps. 
24 But let justice roll on like a river, 
    righteousness like a never-
failing stream! 
	

Isaiah	66:	12-13	

12 For this is what the LORD says: 

“I will extend peace to her like a 
river, 
    and the wealth of nations 
like a flooding stream; 
 
Isaiah	48:	17-18	

This is what the LORD says— 
    your Redeemer, the Holy 
One of Israel: 
“I am the LORD your God, 
    who teaches you what is 
best for you, 
    who directs you in the 
way you should go. 
18 If only you had paid attention to 
my commands, 
    your peace would have 
been like a river. 
 
Isaiah 43: 18-19 
Do not remember the former 
things, 
    or consider the things of old. 
19 I am about to do a new thing; 
    now it springs forth, do you 
not perceive it? 



I will make a way in the 
wilderness 
    and rivers in the desert. 
	

Ezekiel	47:	9	

Swarms of living creatures will 
live wherever the river flows. 
There will be large numbers of 
fish, because this water flows 
there and makes the salt water 
fresh; so where the river flows 
everything will live. 
	

Proverbs	21:	1	

Good leadership is like a river of 
water controlled by GOD; 
    God directs it to whatever 
ends God chooses. 
	

Proverbs	3:	20-21	

20 His wisdom caused the rivers 
to flow and the clouds to give rain 
to the earth.  
21 My child, hold on to your 
wisdom and insight. Never let 
them get away from you.  
 
 
Ecclesiastes 1: 3-8 
 

3 What do people get for all their 
hard work under the 
sun? 4 Generations come and 
generations go, but the earth 
never changes. 5 The sun rises 
and the sun sets, then hurries 
around to rise again. 6 The wind 

blows south, and then turns 
north. Around and around it goes, 
blowing in circles. 7 Rivers run 
into the sea, but the sea is never 
full. Then the water returns again 
to the rivers and flows out again 
to the sea. 8 Everything is 
wearisome beyond description. 
No matter how much we see, we 
are never satisfied.  
	

Psalm	137		

By the rivers of Babylon— 
    there we sat down and there 
we wept 
    when we remembered Zion. 
2 On the willows[a] there 
    we hung up our harps. 
3 For there our captors 
    asked us for songs, 
and our tormentors asked for 
mirth, saying, 
    “Sing us one of the songs of 
Zion!”…By the rivers of Babylon— 
    there we sat down and there 
we wept 
	

Psalm	46:	1-4	

God is our refuge and strength, 
    an ever-present help in 
trouble. 
2 Therefore we will not 
fear, though the earth give way 
    and the mountains fall into 
the heart of the sea, 
3 though its waters roar and foam 



    and the mountains 
quake with their surging.[c] 
4 There is a river whose 
streams make glad the city of 
God, 
    the holy place where the 
Most High dwells. 
 
 
Psalm 65:9 
 
You visit the earth and cause it to 
overflow; You greatly enrich it; The 
stream of God is full of water. 

 

 
Psalm	36:8	
8  They feast on lthe abundance of
 your house, 
and you give them drink from m 

the river of nyour delights. 
For with you is the fountain of life; 
    in your light we see light. 
 
 
Psalm 98:8 
Let the rivers clap their hands, Let the 
mountains sing together for joy 

	

*** 
 
“Let justice roll like a river…” …. “I will extend peace … like a river…”  
 
Given that there isn’t time to focus on all the beautiful scriptures we just 
heard, I’d like to focus just on two concepts, the connection between rivers 
and justice, and the connection between rivers and peace.  
 
In the eighth century BCE, a Jewish farmer, a relatively wealthy herder 
named Amos, observed his wealthy neighbors manipulating the credit 
system to seize and stockpile land from the smaller, poorer landholders. On 
the face of it, it was a time of prosperity for the economy, at least for the 1%. 
Amos, even though he was perhaps part of that 1%, felt a call from God that 
convinced him that the suffering of his poorer neighbors wasn’t necessary, 
and indeed wasn’t fitting with the intended natural abundance of this world 
that God had made. And so Amos wrote down this call to justice that he 
heard from God, and in doing so he became the very first in a long line of 
what we call prophets, those who challenge the realities of the day by 
holding us all up to the standard of God’s dream and God’s vision for how 
things could be.  
 



The prophet, in other words, is not unlike the idealist, angsty teenager, at 
least in my experience when I was an idealist, angsty teenager reading Noam 
Chomsky and Howard Zinn and dreaming of a more just and peaceful 
world. “The prophetic imagination,” is what theologian Walter 
Brueggemann calls this in a book with that same title. “The prophet,” he 
writes,  “engages in future fantasy. The prophet does not ask if the vision can 
be implemented… The imagination must come before the implementation. 
Our culture is competent to implement almost anything and to imagine 
almost nothing… Every totalitarian regime is frightened of the artist. It is 
the vocation of the prophet to keep alive the ministry of imagination, to 
keep conjuring and proposing alternative futures.”  
 
As the first of the prophets in the Bible, Amos the artist in many ways gave 
birth to this “ministry of imagination” when he penned the clear, concise, 
cutting language of his poetry, including that greatest of lines which has 
echoed down throughout the centuries, “Let justice roll like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing stream.” 
 
Almost 3,000 years later, these words were still flowing out from the mouths 
of prophets, chief among them Rev. Martin Luther King Jr,, who seems to 
have quoted from Amos almost every chance he could, including in one of 
the crescendo moments from his 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech.  
 
“We can never turn back,” (from the cause of civil rights and racial justice) 
he said, and “we cannot be satisfied.” In words that are chilling to  
read today, his litany of “we cannot be satisfied” includes references to the 
voter suppression of African Americans, the economic disparately between 
white and black… “We can never be satisfied,” he said, “as long as the Negro 
is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality.” “No, no,” the 
prophet said, “we are not satisfied and we will not be satisfied until justice 
rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.”  

*** 
 
This year, this summer and month, last week actually, marked the 400 year 
anniversary of the first slave ship landing in North America, landing in 
Virginia carrying 20 enslaved individuals from Angola sold by the 
Portuguese to the British settlers of Jamestown. 1619 – 400 years. 400 years 



and we still can’t be satisfied, as I think King would put it, about the state of 
race and racism in our country.   
 
400 years and counting until true justice rolls down like a river. I think here 
of the long-term view of things that rivers maybe can teach us and remind us 
of. That like our dreams of Justice, rivers have miles to go before they reach 
their end. And rivers have thousands of years of running their coarse to work 
on the landscape. I think about the thousands of years it’s taken for the 
Colorado to wear down the rock to form the majestic Grand Canyon. I 
think about Niagara Falls, about how over the last 10,000 years the Niagara 
River has worn the earth back about 7 miles, wearing away about 3 feet of 
the earth per year on average. Rivers, ever-persistent, ever-flowing, maybe 
can teach us a long-view lesson about the justice, about the change that is yet 
to come. “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards 
justice,” as Dr. King is famous for saying, to which I think we can just as 
well say, “The course of a river is long, but it bends towards justice.” 
 

*** 
 
Thinking this month about the 400-year anniversary of slavery in this 
country, and about this connection between the metaphor of the river of 
justice and the civil rights movement, I’ve been struck anew by the power 
that the Biblical image of the river has played in the human imagination 
generally, and in the African American imagination particularly, as the river 
has long been a symbol and marker of justice as we’ve seen, but also of 
escape from slavery and so a sign of freedom, and ultimately a symbol of 
peace. 
 
I think about how we know that, for escaped slaves, crossing rivers, and 
using rivers as nature’s highway, played a large roll as the best way to lose the 
scent of dogs, and to move quickly across the landscape. I think about how, 
just as the Jordan River signaled the Promised Land of freedom for the 
Hebrews, for escaped slaves the Ohio and the Mississippi Rivers played a 
similar role, with the Ohio signaling the start of the Underground Railroad, 
and crossing the Mississippi leading to the frontier and to the possible 
freedom of the west.  
 



It makes sense then that rivers play such a large role in the poetry of so many 
of the great African American spirituals, this profound human artistic legacy 
of resisting the inhumanity of slavery with these hauntingly beautiful and 
powerful songs of religious, prophetic imagination. There’s spiritual called, 
Deep River, for example –  
 

Deep river, 
My home is over Jordan. 

Deep river, Lord. 
I want to cross over… 

 
The river – the Jordan River, the Ohio River, the Mississippi – can speak to 
us through these spirituals as nothing less than the longed for Promised 
Land, that vision of what the world will  look like when “justice rolls like a 
river, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  
 
Deep river, signaling a deep peace, as in “My soul has grown deep like 
rivers,” in Langston Hughes’s famous poem. Deep river, signaling deep 
peace, as in one of the African American spirituals in our own hymnal, 
which echoes Isaiah, Amos’s prophetic heir, who speaks on multiple 
occasions of God’s peace being a “peace like a river.”  
 

*** 
 
As powerful as they are, and as turbulent as they can be, I think there’s also a 
sense in which “peace” is the last word that rivers leave you with. 
 
Speaking personally here to conclude, most of my time spent along rivers 
these days is spent on the pretty privileged activity of fly-fishing. Catching a 
fish, or at least attempting to catch a fish is the ostensible goal of such an 
activity. But really, the point of it all for me is that moment when I set the 
fly rod down, and I set myself down, on a rock by the riverside, and I listen 
to the flow of the current as it washes away all my teenage angst, all my 
worries about life and the world. And then the flow of my life merges with 
the flow of the river, and suddenly the deep peace of the river settles 
somewhere deep within me. And while I know that the river has miles to go 
on its course, as do I, as does our world, the river, I trust, rolls in the end 
towards justice, the mighty stream of God flows towards peace.  



	


