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Let Justice Roll Down  
Like Waters

Micah 6:1-8
Hear what the Lord says: Rise, plead your 

case before the mountains, and let the hills 
hear your voice. Hear, you mountains, the 
controversy of the Lord, and you enduring 
foundations of the earth; for the Lord has a 
controversy with his people, and he will con-
tend with Israel. 

“O my people, what have I done to you? 
“In what have I wearied you? 
“Answer me! For I brought you up from 

the land of Egypt, and redeemed you from the 
house of slavery; and I sent before you Moses, 
Aaron, and Miriam. O my people, remember 
now what King Balak of Moab devised, what 
Balaam son of Beor answered him, and what 
happened from Shittim to Gilgal, that you 
may know the saving acts of the Lord.”

“With what shall I come before the Lord, 
and bow myself before God on high? 

“Shall I come before him with burnt offer-
ings, with calves a year old? 

“Will the Lord be pleased with thousands 
of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? 

“Shall I give my firstborn for my trans-
gression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my 
soul?” 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
and what does the Lord require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God?

Matthew 5:1-12
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up 

the mountain; and after he sat down, his dis-
ciples came to him. Then he began to speak, 
and taught them, saying:

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven. 

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they 
will be comforted. 

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit 
the earth. 

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

“Blessed are the merciful, for they will 
receive mercy. 

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they 
will see God. 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
will be called children of God. 

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. 

“Blessed are you when people revile you 
and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and 
be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, 
for in the same way they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you.

Let us pray.  Amen.
We hear the familiar words of these 

iconic passages and become mesmerized by 
their glorious language, by the sheer poetry 
of their rendering. Perhaps too you remem-
ber a person whose life story was linked to 
the immortal words of the prophet Micah 
in his dramatic cadence: “With what shall 
I come before the LORD, and bow myself 
before God on high? … He has told you, O 
mortal, what is good; and what does the 
LORD require of you but to do justice, and to 
love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God?”

I think of Homer Leifeste, a dear soul, 
and great friend, now in the great cloud of 
witnesses, whose favorite verse this was.  
Read at his memorial service, I thought no 
other person could so clearly represent the 
one whom the prophet sought. A physician, 
“Bones,” as we called him, was a gentle per-
son who greeted all with his calm, respectful 
decency. Never desiring the spotlight, he was 
the epitome of a servant leader. He was so 
curious about so many things; wonder filled 
him on a daily basis; miracles were constant 
companions. He had a marvelous sense of 
humor, one that was always gentle and kind 
and most often directed at himself.  

My favorite line of his occurred late 
in the evening after dinner when we’d sit 
around visiting. “Bones”  would doze in his 
chair quite contentedly until such time as 
he would rouse himself and announce to all 
“you’ll no longer be able to count on me to 
keep this conversation going! I’m off to bed.” 



A man deeply loved, he loved in return.  I 
remember Rev. Terry Thompson, speaking at 
Homer’s memorial service, asked those of us 
present to stand if we thought of “Bones” as 
our good friend. I don’t know that there was 
anyone left seated.  

“Do justice, love kindness, and walk 
humbly with your God.” Homer Leifeste mir-
rored that call of the prophet Micah.  

The more I’ve thought about it however, 
I’ve come to think that many people, espe-
cially those of the “Greatest Generation,” ex-
emplify this teaching. For they were people 
raised with a strong ethic for work, for 
justice, for fair play, for equal dealings. They 
knew what it was to sacrifice, to do without, 
to give their all, to have faith, to do their 
part, to be responsible, to bear unbelievable 
burdens, to suffer, to support, to keep a stiff 
upper lip. They gave people like me the gift 
of witness to a world where people kept 
their word, did what was right, and didn’t 
talk or brag about it. It was second nature to 
folks like them to be just — they practiced 
the Golden Rule — they treated people like 
they themselves wished to be treated; they 
saw themselves in a right relationship with 
God — God being the Creator and they were 
the created. 

Our second incredible passage comes 
from the Gospel according to Matthew, from 
what is referred to as the Sermon on the 
Mount. “Blessed are the poor in spirit for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are 
those who mourn…” 

Written to parallel Moses’s exploits on 
Mt. Sinai, the Sermon on the Mount is equal-
ly formative to the author of the Gospel.  
Moses carries down the 10 Commandments 
from the pinnacle of the mountain; Jesus 
proclaims the Beatitudes from its heights.  

Whereas the commandments are in a 
“Thou shall not ….” form; the Beatitudes are 
a statement of the blessed state of certain 
people. Most correctly translated, “O, how 
blessed are the ...(blank), for …. (blank),” 
these beautiful AND strange writings have 
been thought to pertain to some other world 
or time. Tied intrinsically to the Kingdom 
of God, which Matthew refers to as the 

Kingdom of Heaven, some have viewed the 
Beatitudes as pertaining to a future imag-
ined time such as after death when people 
would live in heaven or when all is right with 
the world, such as after the Second Coming 
when Jesus is to return to earthly life.

Contemporary scholars see these writ-
ings as a first-century attempt to correct the 
corrupt values of the Roman society which 
devalued the people whom the Beatitudes 
list as being Blessed. People of that time, as 
now, look down on the poor or poor in spirit, 
those who mourn, the meek, the hungry, the 
thirsty, the merciful, the pure in heart, the 
peacemakers, those persecuted for righ-
teousness sake. And just as the people in Je-
sus’s time were called to mend their ways, so 
are we. We are to live as beloved creatures 
of the Divine in simplicity, hopefulness, and 
compassion, as theologian Charles James 
Cook counsels us.  

Since college, I have been haunted by a 
quotation from the pen of Dag Hammarsk-
jold, former Secretary-General of the United 
Nations and, amazingly, a Christian mystic.  
This quote rolls around in me: “if only I may 
grow: firmer, simpler, quieter, warmer.”  

I’ve known since I was 17 that this 
statement is true – true, in the sense that it 
works on many levels; true, that it worked 
for Mr. Hammarskjold; true, that it pertains 
to me in some way I had not been able to 
fashion; true, that it has become like the 
North Star to me – it points the way – the 
way to depth, to mystery, to questions un-
answered, to questions unasked, to the me I 
was created to be.

I know to me that the reference to sim-
plicity is key – to understanding the Beati-
tudes, to making sense of the world, to aging, 
to becoming. To hear the Beatitudes with 
simplicity is to get out of our own way, to 
cut through our own prejudices, to hear the 
words as a child would, with a true, unclut-
tered, unculturally biased ear.  

As Cook writes “You are blessed in this 
life whenever you demonstrate humility, 
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bring a peaceful presence, open your hearts 
to others, and show mercy on those who cry 
for it.”  

We are called to be people of faith and 
justice. We are to care for the least, lost, 
and last – in our world those who are poor 
– those in our neighborhoods who are on 
the streets, who are lonely – ;those who 
have no one to be with them; who live with 
fear – the throwaway kids; who are far away 
from home – the immigrant who speaks no 
English; who live with war – gang warfare or 
who lives in war-torn areas; who live with 
hunger or thirst – many in our own com-
munities; those in prison – so many of our 
young people.  

All these people are our charges, ours to 
care about and care for.

Additionally, the Beatitudes remind us to 
be hopeful. A charge we must always recall.  
After all, if God is in charge, promises to be 
with us always, and is smitten, crazy in love  
with us, there can be NO bad news – at least 
bad news that lasts. Gratitude and hope 
should be the natural reaction we have to 
God’s eternal presence in our life.

After seeking simplicity and being hope-
ful, being compassionate is the third element 
that the Beatitudes require of us. We are 
called to live in relationship with one anoth-
er as the Golden Rule states. “Love the LORD 
your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and 
strength and your neighbor as yourself” it 
reveals. As people created for dealings not 
only with the LORD, but also with each other, 
it makes sense that the quality of those deal-
ings is the subject of God’s concern.  

Compassion, literally dealing “with that 
which makes me me” should be the essence 
of our interaction with others. If we deal 
with compassion, then we relate, as Jewish 
scholar and mystic Martin Buber wrote, as 
“I – Thou” – holy to holy, depth to depth, soul 
to soul, compassionate one to compassion-
ate one.

I relayed a story at an earlier time which 
I choose to repeat. It’s about a young man 
in our congregation, — 10-year-old Chris-
topher Knauth — and Mrs. Stein. Christo-
pher’s grandfather had been in the hospital 

after open-heart surgery. The Knauth family 
would go to visit their grandfather often.  
Because he was in the ICU, visits to see him 
were restricted as to the length of time and 
number of persons allowed to be present at 
any setting. 

 One day after seeing his grandfather, but 
while others of his family were still visit-
ing, Christopher noticed an older woman 
sitting by herself. She was hooked up to a 
Christmas tree of various vials and bags, 
all of which was pumped into her veins. As 
she was alone, Christopher went up to her, 
introduced himself and asked if she needed 
any help. She smiled, saying she needed no 
assistance, but would love to visit with him.  
He sat down and they talked. Thus began the 
friendship of Christopher and Mrs. Stein.  

Every time the Knauths visited St. Luke’s 
Hospital, Christopher made it a point to see 
his friend. He met her husband, Phil Stein, 
and her grown children. The Knauths ate 
meals with the Steins in the hospital and 
attended Mrs. Stein’s funeral at the Steins’ 
synagogue. 

Calling Christopher a mensch, a Jewish/
Yiddish term meaning a good guy, a prince 
among men, a loyal friend, an honorable hu-
man being, Phil Stein decided that in honor 
of his wife’s friendship with Christopher, he, 
Phil was going to do a good deed, a mitzvah, 
every day for the rest of his life.

The day that I saw the Knauths, they 
were headed to Mr. Stein’s company party 
to which he’d invited them. Tonya, Chris-
topher’s mother, later told me that at that 
gathering of the company which he headed, 
a bereaved and grateful Phil Stein asked 
young red-headed Christopher to join him 
on stage. Through his tears, Phil asked the 
thousand people gathered there to thank 
Christopher for showing them what it meant 
to be kind, simple, hopeful, and compassion-
ate – in other words to be a mensch. 

And they rose as one in applause to a 
young man who demonstrated what it was 
to do justice, love kindness, and walk hum-
bly with God.  Thanks be to God.

Amen.


