
Let Justice Roll Down like Waters, March 18, 2018 Page 1 

 

I rise in the morning torn between a desire to improve the world 

and a desire to enjoy the world. This makes it hard to plan the day.    —E. B. White 

 

  

Let Justice Roll Down like Waters 
 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)         

L. Griswold Williams                        

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER. 

 

Opening Words 
Omid Safi 

 

Omid Safi is the director of Duke University’s Islamic Studies Center, author of several books about Islam, 

and a weekly contributor to the online On Being blog. He wrote the following in a piece called “Tending to 

Our Inner Life to Make the World Whole.” 

 

“One of the truths we know is that we live in an enchanted universe. The up-there and down-here mingle, the 

earthly and the heavenly mirror each other. We have no choice but to continue to redeem the world, to save 

the world from our own selves. We are, ironically, the cause of the breaking and just might be the channel of 

healing. To make the world whole, we ourselves have to become healed, become whole. Our well-being and 

the world being well are linked together.  

 

To tend to our own inner lives is not selfishness; it is wisdom, it is essential [for the sake of the world].  

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively) 

Adapted from Rev. Paul Bicknell 

                                          

There are some heights to which we have not risen, 

 

AND NEVER WILL. 

 

There are some depths to which we have not fallen, 
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AND NEVER WILL. 

 

Somewhere between  

 

THERE ARE PLACES WHERE WE CAN REACH UP 

AND REACH OUT FOR THE STRENGTH WE NEED 

FOR OUR JOURNEY. 

 

This is such a place. 

 

THUS, WE LIGHT OUR CHALICE 

TO GIVE AND RECEIVE STRENGTH 

AND TO GUIDE US TO SEEK BALANCE. 

 

Time for All Ages 
Wake Up To Injustice       

Gail Forsyth-Vail 

 

So once upon a time, we are told, in a story by Washington Irving published in 1819, there was a man named 

Rip Van Winkle who liked to share stories and was kindly to children. But he avoided hard work or anything 

he thought unpleasant. One day, as the story goes, he found a nice grassy place on a mountain and he fell fast 

asleep. But this was no ordinary nap. Rip Van Winkle slept for over 20 years! Twenty years!!!  

 

What do you suppose he missed? As a matter of fact, since this story was published at the beginning of the 

19th century, the most important thing that Rip Van Winkle missed was the American Revolution.  

 

This old and famous story was a favorite of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King. He retold this story a lot. As a 

matter of fact, he told it to a huge crowd of Unitarian Universalists in 1966, over 50 years ago. He reminded 

Unitarian Universalists, “There is another point in that story which is almost always completely overlooked:  

it is the sign on the inn of the little town on the Hudson from which Rip went up into the mountains for his 

long sleep. When he went up, the sign had a picture of King George III of England. When he came down, 

the sign had a picture of George Washington, the first president of the United States.  

 

When Rip Van Winkle looked up at the picture of George Washington, he was amazed; he was completely 

lost. He knew not who he was. This incident reveals to us that the most striking thing about the story of Rip 

Van Winkle is not merely that he slept twenty years, but that he slept through a revolution. While he was 

peacefully snoring up in the mountains, a revolution was taking place in the world that would alter the face of 

human history. Yet Rip knew nothing about it; he was asleep.”  

 

Dr. King concluded, “There is nothing more tragic than to sleep through a revolution.” He went on to 

remind Unitarian Universalists about the importance of the Civil Rights movement, and urged all those who 

heard him to wake up, to not sleep through the big changes that were happening all around as black people 

and their supporters worked to gain equal rights. He asked white people in particular not to be asleep and 

ignore injustice. He urged people to wake up!  
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Well, in the last few years a new set of leaders have been sending the same message Dr. King sent 50 years 

ago: "Wake up! Many of the injustices—much of the unfairness—is still here. And adults in our congregation 

are reading a book called Waking Up White in America to help us to see these injustices, that we might work for 

justice. And there are some new injustices. Wake up!" 

 

This past week, we saw students across the country walk out of classrooms. The week before that, students in 

Baltimore walked out of classes. They were not like Rip Van Winkle who wanted to nap instead of working. 

They were like The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who engaged in civil disobedience and protested, 

peacefully, for justice.  

 

The students in Baltimore marched to city hall. These students want new laws to reduce gun violence and 

make classrooms and all the places we citizens gather in the United States safer. Some students in our 

congregation participated in these classroom walk outs. Many people who have not been paying attention, 

who have been "asleep" are waking up to injustice thanks to these new young leaders. So let’s remind one 

another to wake up to injustice.  

 

Prayer/Meditation 
Alice Anacheka-Nasemann. 

 

In a world so filled with brokenness and sorrow 

It would be easy to lose ourselves in never ending grief, 

To be choked by our outrage 

To be paralyzed by the enormity of suffering, 

To feel our hearts squeeze tight with hopelessness. 

 

Instead, this morning, let us simply breathe together as we hold our hearts open. 

 

Breathing in as our hearts fill with compassion 

 

Breathing out as we pray for healing in our world and in our lives. 

 

Breathing in, opening ourselves to the transforming power of love 

 

Breathing out as we pray for peace in our world and in our lives. 

 

Breathing in as we hold hope in our hearts 

 

Breathing out as we pray for justice in our world and in our lives. 

 

May we know our strength 

May we be filled with courage 

May our love flow from us into this world. 

 

Breathing in, we are the prayer 

 

Breathing out, we are the healing 
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Breathing in, we are the love 

 

Breathing out, we are the peace 

 

Breathing in, we are the hope 

 

Breathing out, we are the justice 

 

May we know our strength 

May we be filled with courage 

May our love flow from us into this world. 

 

Amen, blessed be, may it ever be so.  

 

Reading 
From The Alphabet of Grace            

Frederick Buechner 

 

From whence cometh our resistance to injustice? Frederick Buechner offers this response in his book, The 

Alphabet of Grace. 

 

At its heart, I think, religion is mystical.  

 

Moses with his flocks in Midian, Buddha under the Bo tree, Jesus up to his knees in the waters of Jordan: 

each of them responds to something for which words like shalom, oneness, God even, are only pallid, 

alphabetic souvenirs.  

 

“I have seen things,” Aquinas told a friend, “that make all my writings seem like straw.”  

 

Religion as institution, as ethics, as dogma, as social action—all of this comes later and in the long run maybe 

counts for less. Religions start, as Frost said poems do, with a lump in the throat, to put it mildly, or with the 

bush going up in flames, the rain of flowers, the dove coming down out of the sky.  

 

When I told my aunt that I was entering ministry, she said, “Was it your own idea or were you poorly 

advised?”  

 

And the answer that she could not have heard even if I had given it was that it was not an idea at all, neither 

my own or anyone else's. It was a lump in the throat. It was an itching in the feet. It was a stirring in the 

blood at the sound of rain. It was a sickening in the heart at the sight of misery. It was a clamoring of ghosts. 

It was a name which, when I wrote it out in a dream, I knew was a name worth dying for even if I was not 

brave enough to do the dying myself and could not even name the name for sure.  

 

As for the man in the street, any street, wherever his own religion is a matter of more than custom, it is likely 

to be because, however dimly, a doorway opened in the air once to him too, a word was spoken, and, 

however shakily, he responded.  
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The debris of his life continues to accumulate, the Vesuvius of the years scatters its ashes deep and much gets 

buried alive, but even under many layers the tell-tale heart can go on beating still. Where it beats strong, there 

starts pulsing out from it a kind of life that is marked by, above all things perhaps, compassion: that 

sometimes fatal capacity for feeling what it is like to live inside another's skin and for knowing that there can 

never really be peace and joy for any until there is peace and joy finally for all.  

 

SERMON 

Let Justice Roll Down like Waters 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Watching news coverage of the students who walked out of classrooms, some with the support of their 

families, teachers, and administrators, some risking detention and suspension, I was reminded of Frederick 

Buechner’s reading. Justice begins with a lump in the throat. Such a lump in the throat motivated Baltimorean 

Charlotte Corcoran who said, “I’m missing a day of school because 17 are missing the rest of their lives.”  

 

Justice begins with an itching in the feet. The urge to march with others motivated the 12-year-old, who, 

when asked if he has the power to make a change on National School Walkout Day replied, “By myself, I 

don't think I have the power. But together with all these people here, I think we can make a change.”  

 

Justice begins with the sickening in the heart at the sight of misery. The sight of misery after 17 people were 

killed at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School led students to organize, a month later, 17-minute lie-ins in 

silence in memory of the 17 people killed.  

 

Justice begins with the clamoring of ghosts. The clamoring of ghosts could be viscerally felt in the visual 

display of 7,000 pairs of empty shoes in front of the Capitol in Washington, DC, representing children who 

have been killed by gun violence since 2012. Some of the shoes had been donated by families whose children 

had died.  

 

Justice begins with feelings and experiences more than with ideas and policies. Justice begins with feelings of 

disbelief and hurt, trauma and anger—an experience of “This is wrong and must never happen to anyone or 

any living thing ever again.”  

 

This is what students around the country are saying: students are losing their lives to senseless gun violence 

and this should never happen again. Some adults who disagree with the changes to laws being proposed by 

the students are arguing that the students are too young, too naïve, too foolish, and should therefore be 

ignored. But this does not mesh with my own life experience of when I was intentionally encouraged to think 

seriously about justice. How about yours?  

 

In a sixth grade Unitarian Universalist Bible class, I was introduced to the Book of Amos and his vision of 

God showing him a plumb line. In our Sunday school class, we looked at photographs of a plumb line, a 

weight with a pointed tip at the bottom for marking a point; how this weight was suspended from a string as 

gravity pulls the weight down; and how builders use the plumb line to make sure what they are building is 

straight—not crooked.  

 

In the Book of Amos, God applies the plumb line to the Hebrew people and informs Amos that they were 

off center, off balance when it came to economic justice: the wealthy were getting wealthier and the poor 
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were getting poorer and they were going to end up in a heap of rubble. Does this moral dilemma sound 

familiar?  

 

My sixth grade Sunday school class was quite capable of understanding the unfairness of the rich getting 

richer and the poor getting poorer, just like the recent 12-year-old protester understood that, in the words of 

Helen Keller, “Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.”  

 

What are your first memories of consciously joining with others to right a wrong? How old were you? Given 

that March is Women’s History Month, it is good to remember Susan B. Anthony. Her father was a Quaker 

activist. Susan B. Anthony began collecting petitions against slavery at the age of 17. No one accused her of 

being too young. Susan B. Anthony worked for abolition, temperance, educational reforms, and labor rights.  

 

But she is best remembered as a suffragist. When a cousin made the mistake of sending Susan B. Anthony the 

Book of Proverbs for a birthday gift, this cousin received an unusual acknowledgment note. Susan B. 

Anthony wrote to her cousin, “Your little birthday present, the Book of Proverbs, came duly. Solomon’s wise 

sayings, however, don’t help me very much in my work of trying to persuade men to do justice to women.” 

Susan B. Anthony continued, “These men and their progenitors for generations back have read Solomon 

over and over again, and learned nothing there of fair play for woman, and I fear generations to come will 

continue to read to as little purpose.” Susan B. Anthony concluded, “At any rate, I propose to peg away in 

accordance with my own sense of wisdom rather than Solomon’s. All those old fellows were very good for 

their time, but their wisdom needs to be newly interpreted in order to apply to people of today.”  

 

Susan B. Anthony did trust her own wisdom and encouraged other women to do the same. She worked not 

only for women to have the right to vote, but also for the right to work, the right to divorce, the right to own 

property in her own name, and the right to have custody of her children. As a result, she was accused not of 

being too young, but of attacking the institution of marriage. But Susan B. Anthony, out of her own life 

experiences, which included having a father who treated her like an equal, was willing to march out of step 

with the status quo in order to balance the rights of women with men in the future. She never married 

explaining “When I was young, if a girl married poor she became a housekeeper and a drudge. If she married 

wealthy, she became a pet and a doll.”  

 

Susan B. Anthony was not willing to give up her freedom to become either a housekeeper or a doll. Although 

she did not live to see women gain the right to vote, she did live to be 86. A few weeks before her death on 

March 13, 1906, she spoke of those who had worked with her for women’s rights and said, “There have been 

others also just as true and devoted to the cause. With such women consecrating their lives, failure is 

impossible.” And while we still have some glass ceilings to break in this country—Susan B. Anthony was 

right—failure was impossible in terms of voting rights, equal pay, and equal rights.  

 

In February of 1965, Jimmy Lee Jackson was not a teenager when he went to register black voters in Marion, 

Alabama. He was a 26-year-old Army veteran when he and his mother and his 82-year-old grandfather went 

to a rally at the Zion United Methodist Church in Marion. The plan was to march half a block, sing a couple 

of songs, and pray. But that’s not what happened. Law enforcement officers attacked the protestors. No 

photographs exist because white citizens spray-painted the cameras with black paint. Jimmie Lee Jackson 

took his grandfather, who was hit on the head, to a café to look for his mother and sister. When he saw his 

mother being beaten by state troopers in the café, Jimmie went to her defense. He was shot in the stomach.  
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The local hospital that treated African Americans could not perform surgery. Jimmie Lee Jackson survived in 

an Atlanta hospital for eight more days. When he died, a white Unitarian minister in Huntsville—whom some 

of you may have known—Charles Blackburn, as well as a white Lutheran pastor, organized a small march to 

demonstrate for the rights of black Alabamians. Of the 72 white marchers, 36 were Unitarian Universalists.  

 

The response from the black community was to organize and march. After the violence on the Edmond 

Pettus bridge, The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. put out the call to clergy across the nation to show 

up in Selma. A thirty-eight-year-old Unitarian minister named James Reeb talked it over with his wife. At first, 

she didn’t want him to leave Boston and their young children. But then she decided to support his decision. It 

was consistent with who he was.  

 

When James Reeb was a high school senior, he committed to becoming a Presbyterian minister. As a result, 

he could’ve avoided service in World War II. He enlisted anyway. After serving our country, he attended 

seminary, and became ordained as a Presbyterian minister. But when he realized his theology resonated more 

with humanism, he transferred to the Unitarian ministry. James Reeb served for five years as an assistant 

minister at All Souls in Washington, DC. Then he took a pay cut to become an organizer in Boston for the 

American Friends Service Committee. He moved his family into the black neighborhood where he worked. 

Thirty-eight-year-old James Reeb was creating the world of racial equality he envisioned before Dr. King 

called for clergy to come to Selma.  

 

When Dr. King decided to wait to walk over the bridge until they could get a court order offering protection, 

James Reeb went to dinner with two other Unitarian ministers. On the way back to Brown Chapel, the three 

ministers were attacked by those who opposed civil rights. James Reeb was taken to a black hospital not 

equipped to do surgery. He was taken 65 miles to Birmingham. The other Unitarian ministers had to stop to 

get a check for $150 because the hospital would not treat him without it. The ambulance got a flat tire. It was 

surrounded by white men banging their hatred on the windows. By the time they got to the hospital, James 

Reeb’s life could not be saved. He died on March 11, 1965. President Johnson arranged for flights for his 

wife and father to return to Boston.  

 

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke at the memorial service for James Reeb. He exhorted 

people, in memory of Reeb, to continue to work with determination for Amos’s vision: “Justice will roll down 

like water and righteousness like a mighty stream.” And then King asked the head of Social Witness from the 

UUA if the Unitarian Universalists would pack up and go home after this loss.  

 

No. On the contrary. More Unitarian Universalists felt the lump in the throat, the itching in the feet to march, 

a stirring in the blood to action. After attending a memorial for James Reeb at her Unitarian congregation in 

Detroit, a 39-year-old housewife, Viola Liuzzo, a mother of five young children, told her husband, “It’s 

everybody’s fight.” She decided to drive to Selma.  

 

One of her daughters remembers, “Even as young children we knew that our mom was different than the 

other moms we knew. She was spontaneous. She was playful . . . ” Her daughter continued, “She’d take us 

kids out in the summer during the day and we’d all get home just in time to all straighten out the house 

before dad got home because mom said the house will be here a long time after I will and we can do better 

things with our time.”  
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It took Viola Liuzzo three days to drive to Selma. When she got there, she welcomed and registered new 

arrivals. On Sunday, March 21st, 1965, she was one of the 3,000 people who marched over the Pettus Bridge. 

Because only 300 people could march to Montgomery with federal protection, Viola volunteered to shuttle 

people to the campsites along the way. She joined the 25,000 people who marched through Montgomery.  

 

That night, as she drove marchers of different races back to Selma, her car was rammed by white protestors. 

She kept singing freedom songs. One car followed hers for 20 miles before opening fire on her. They missed 

her black passenger, who reported that she was singing “Before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave.” She 

died instantly. Again, President Johnson got involved—especially when J. Edgar hoover tried to launch a 

smear campaign on her and her husband in order to exonerate the four Ku Klux Klan members responsible 

for her death.  

 

The Civil Rights Act was passed quickly after the deaths of Jimmie Lee Jackson, James Reeb, and Viola 

Liuzzo. Their work for racial justice has not been forgotten. After Barak Obama was elected president of the 

United States, the Unitarian Universalist Association sent flowers to the widow of James Reeb and to the 

daughters of Viola Liuzzo to remember their sacrifices. One of her daughters said, “I cannot begin to explain 

the sense of pride I have right now for my mother and all the civil rights activists of that time.” Her daughter 

continued, “I feel like everything they have fought for, has now been realized. Black children will no longer 

feel like they are ‘less than’ and they will now know . . . they can be anything they set their minds out to be . . . 

I feel like mom’s sacrifice has now been worthwhile. Yes . . . she made a huge difference.”  

 

Justice begins with a lump in the throat. It did for Oscar Romero. He was a conservative Catholic when he 

was appointed archbishop of San Salvador in 1977. But then he witnessed the assassination of a priest who 

was working to politically organize a group of rural farmworkers. Oscar Romero decided to follow the path 

of this priest. He began to preach that Jesus came to liberate the poor. He said, “We must not seek the child 

Jesus in the pretty figure of our Christmas manger. We must seek Jesus among the malnourished children 

who have gone to bed tonight with nothing to eat. No one can celebrate a genuine Christmas without being 

truly poor. The self-sufficient, the proud, those who, because they have everything, look down on others, 

those who have no need even of God—for them there will be no Christmas. Only the poor, the hungry, 

those who need someone to come on their behalf will have that someone.”  

 

Romero worked hard to prevent and lessen human rights violations in El Salvador—disappearances, torture, 

civilian killings. He was nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize. Then, on March 24, 1980, he was assassinated 

while giving mass in a hospital chapel.  

 

On March 7 of this year, Pope Francis cleared the way for Archbishop Romero to become a saint. Pope 

Francis considers Romero a role model for the Roman Catholic Church. For 37 years, church conservatives 

have tried to block Romero’s canonization because they opposed his liberation theology and advocacy for the 

poor.  

 

Susan B. Anthony, Jimmie Lee Jackson, James Reeb, Viola Liuzzo, and Archbishop Oscar Romero all felt the 

lump in the throat, the itch in the feet, the stirring in the blood, that what they experienced in terms of people 

being treated as if they were “less than,” as if they did not have worth and dignity, as if they were not equals, 

must never happen again.  
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For over 75 years, beginning with refugees from World War II, the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee 

has gone where the worth and dignity of others were under threat, to stand in solidarity with them. The 

UUSC is a human-rights organization that promotes grassroots social change. It works on rights that are at 

risk, from refugees from Syria to the rights of Muslims in Burma. The UUSC works on economic justice and 

fair working conditions. And it works on environmental justice and the right to clean water. The UUSC also 

sponsors the College of Social Justice to take people around the world to do hands-on justice work.  

 

The work of the UUSC is supported entirely by us. It takes no government funding. This is Justice Sunday, 

when we annually renew our commitment to the good work of the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee. 

If you would like to confirm that you are a supporting member of the Unitarian Universalist Service 

Committee, Marilyn Thorn will have the list in the foyer after worship. Because whatever our ages, we know 

that justice begins with a lump in the throat, an itching in the feet, a stirring in the blood. Justice begins when 

we “wake up” to injustice and say, “No, this must never happen to anyone ever again.” 

 

Justice begins with “feeling what it is like to live inside another's skin . . . knowing that there can never really 

be peace and joy for any until there is peace and joy finally for all.” So like those who went before us, who 

knew that none of us can accomplish justice all by ourselves, let us use our collective power. From marching 

to end gun violence next weekend to renewing our commitment to the Unitarian Universalist Service 

Committee’s good work for justice around the globe, let us use our collective power to let justice roll down 

like waters and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.  

 

Closing Words 
Adapted from The Rev. Dr. William Schulz 

       

Our closing words are adapted from The Reverend Dr. William Schulz, former Executive Director of the 

Unitarian Universalist Service Committee:  

 

“In the battle against anguish and despair, it is not enough to wish, not enough to talk, not enough to hope, 

not enough to pray, not enough to worship. They are all good. But they are not enough.  

 

In the face of oppression what is required of us is to join hands, to use our collective power to make our 

voices count, to make our values lived, to make our faith shine. So let us give our hands; let us give our feet; 

let us give our hearts; and let us give us our money, that humanity’s moral plumb line might, someday, 

balance—for  our children, for our children’s children, for our children’s children’s children.  

 

GO NOW IN PEACE.  


