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Back in 1963, the grand old Manse we lived in where my father served as a Presbyterian Pastor in Swarthmore 
had no air-conditioning, and at the end of August—it was hot!  I remembering lying in bed at night in front of 
the fan, listening to the Phillies play on my little transistor radio on WBBG AM.  I was eight years old, and Dad 
said he needed to go to Washington, DC because a man named Martin Luther King was going to say some very 
important things to the nation.  “Who is Martin Luther King?” I asked.  “He’s a negro minister who is trying to 
help his people to be able to do all the things we get to do,” said my father.  “You mean like going to the 
swimming pool?” I asked, remembering a time earlier that summer when Dad had invited a Black family to be 
his guests at the town Swim Club one Sunday afternoon, and were told they were not allowed to enter.  “Yes,” 
said my father.  “Like going to the swimming pool.”  “Will you be okay?” I asked, suddenly worried.  “Of course 
I will,” he said, smiling at me. 

  On the day he left for Washington, way before dawn, I got up, too.  And hours later, we anxiously watched 
what was happening down there on our old Black-and white television in the corner of the Dining Room.  
What we saw was amazing:  an ocean of people as far as the eye could see—over 250,000, I later learned—
and a small, upright man standing below the giant statue of Abraham Lincoln, surrounded by other men like 
him. 

  I remember the sound of his voice through the cheap speaker in the TV: slow and steady, even rhythmic, yet 
rising periodically to become high and loud.  I’d never heard anyone speak that way—not even Dad on Sunday 
morning!  And then his voice became even louder and more insistent.  He said, “No, no, we are not satisfied, 
and will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like water and righteousness like a mighty stream.”  At the 
time, I thought that sounded like a whole lot of water—like Niagara Falls and the Mississippi River all rolled 
into one.  How little I knew!  My father came home very late that night, and next morning over breakfast, he 
was so happy and excited, which made me happy and excited, too.  The next week I started 2nd Grade with 
Mrs. Murphy, little knowing that less than three months later, Mrs. Murphy would send us all home in the 
middle of class because something very bad had happened. I ran home to find my father sitting alone in front 
of that same TV, weeping openly, because President Kennedy, whom my dad had taken me to meet three 
years earlier in the parking lot of the A&P, had been shot and killed in a place called Dallas.  I had never seen 
my father cry.  So I started crying, too.  More than half a century later, the pent-up tears of this entire nation 
are still rolling down our cheeks, as we struggle to realize the vision of one man’s dream of justice. 

 Tomorrow is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, and today our topic is Righteousness: divine, social and personal 
righteousness, as we look to the Bible and return to the 8th century BC, when the prophets Amos and Hosea, 
Micah and Isaiah spoke God’s word to the people of Israel and Judah.  Dr. King was quoting Amos in his “I 
Have a Dream” speech—and we hear these same truths in the oracles of Isaiah as he ministered in Jerusalem 
in a time of national peril.  Amos was a farmer, but we believe Isaiah from a wealthier background, and may 
even have been a priest of the Temple, as his vision in Chapter 6 suggests.   

  Isaiah addressed the political, religious and social ills of the kingdom of Judah, which included greed, the lust 
for power, economic injustice, immorality and idolatry, neglect for the poor, poor foreign policy decisions, and 
the rejection of God.  Sound familiar?  Truly, very little has changed in our human condition in the past 2600 
years.  What was true then is true now.  And that’s exactly why these ancient words still carry such relevance 
and power:  they speak God’s truth and God’s hope into our time, also. 



  The words of the prophets may not have been written on Subway walls back then, but they were meant for 
all the people, from commoner to king.  The prophetic message embraced three kinds of oracles: 

1)  God’s passionate entreaty to forsake sin and return to Covenant-relationship with God; 
2) God’s stern warning of impending judgment if the rulers and people refuse to do that; 
3) And God’s promise of a future restoration of righteousness after suffering and judgment is done. 

 
Like Moses at the Jordan River, the prophets set forth life or death choices before the people, urging 
them to choose life in obedience to God, just as Jesus did when he taught his followers to pray, saying, 
“Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

  At the heart of the prophetic tradition is the concept of righteousness:  ‘Tzaddiq’ in the Hebrew and 
‘Dikaison’ in the Greek.  The way we employ this word now is very different than the Biblical meaning of these 
words, so let me take a moment to articulate what Biblical righteousness is not: 

  Biblical righteousness is not about me being right and you being wrong.  That’s self-righteousness; that’s 
being “holier-than-thou,” which is a sin of spiritual pride.  Righteousness isn’t about being sinless at all, as the 
scribes and Pharisees thought themselves to be in the Gospels.  Righteousness is about repentance, obedience 
and faith, like the righteousness of King David, who though he was a great sinner, was willing to repent and 
renew his faith.  In the Bible, he is remembered as “a man after God’s own heart,” the highest praise for a king 
of Israel.  No, righteousness in the Bible means being in “right-relationship”—more than it means being 
“right.” 

  People are considered righteous when they practice covenant-relationships with their neighbor—and expect 
the same treatment in return.  People are considered righteous when they seek to obey God’s laws in both 
their public and private lives—particularly with regard to their charity.  That’s what the term ‘Tzaddiq’ 
essentially means in Hebrew:  it’s the polar opposite of greed. 

  When it comes to kings and princes, righteousness means governing without favoritism, something rarely 
seen in Illinois politics—or in most other state legislatures, for that matter.  It means telling the truth to the 
people, and adjudicating with equity and accountability for all.  A righteous ruler never forgets that once Israel 
was in bondage to Egypt, and works hard to keep that from ever happening again by serving God and God 
only: not Egypt or Assyria, not Babylon, Greece or Rome. 

--And finally, a righteous ruler remembers the terms of God’s Covenant, rejecting the worship of false gods 
and providing for the poor: the widow, the orphan and the stranger in our midst. 

  God, of course, is the source and fountainhead of all righteousness, which is why Amos described it “like a 
mighty stream.”  God’s righteousness is revealed in law, but at its heart, it is expressed by God’s faithfulness to 
the Covenant God made with Israel—even when Israel broke that covenant again and again and again.  In the 
New Testament, when it says in 2 Timothy 2:13 that if we are faithless, Christ remain faithful—that is what 
divine righteousness is all about.  And when you think about that, you can begin to realize that what the Son 
of God did for us on Good Friday is the greatest righteousness of all. 

  So let’s take a closer look at Isaiah 32.  This is an oracle of promise: for a king—perhaps even a Messianic 
king—who would reign with both justice and righteousness.  Think of Christmas, when each year we read from 
Isaiah 9:  “For unto us a child is born; unto us a son is given, and the government shall be upon his shoulders…”  
That king, of course, was the Messianic King, the Son of David who would reign with divine authority and bring 
heavenly peace.  The ruler described in Isaiah 32 may be a little more down-to-earth, as this text moves 
forward to describe. 



First: righteous leadership is the original “trickle-down” hypothesis.  If the king is righteous, then the 
“princes”-or those in his administration—will practice justice, too.  This in turn will provide shelter and 
security for the people. 

Second, the hallmark of this righteousness is truth.  Verse 3 says, “Then the eyes of those who see will not be 
closed, and the ears of those who can hear will listen.”  Listen and see what?  The truth.  Senator Romney was 
practicing this kind of righteousness the other day when he said to his colleagues in the Senate, “The best was 
we could show respect for the voters…is by telling them the truth.” 

Third, the mark of righteous government has to do with honor and genuine nobility of character, as contrasted 
with foolishness and iniquity, villainy and evil. 

“The villainies of villains are evil,” says Isaiah, “they devise wicked devices to ruin the poor with lying words, 
even when the plea of the needy is right.  But those who are noble plan noble things, and by noble things they 
stand.” 

Isaiah isn’t speaking about social position, but our nobility of spirit, like Dr. King’s dream of a day when all 
Americans would be judged not by the color of their skin (and by extension, their ethnicity, socio-economic 
status, level of education; their gender, sexual orientation, even their political convictions), but by “the 
content of their character,” which is true nobility indeed: a righteousness without respect to color—or should 
we say, woven from all colors? 

  Finally, the effect of this righteousness will be peace—which is why righteousness matters.  The practice of 
righteousness will lead us into peace, which is more than the absence of violence. It is the presence of Shalom.  
“My people will abide in a peaceful habitation,” says the Lord, “in secure dwellings and in quiet resting 
places—in quietness and trust forever.” 

  As we remember the massive protests that swept our nation last summer: over the plight of people of color 
today; the scourge of poverty; the guns, the drugs and the violence; and the lack of trust in law enforcement--
what the Bible is saying about our need for righteousness becomes incredibly clear.  Without it, there is no 
quietness.  No trust.  And no peace. 

Conclusion 

  What then can we do about this, as we look to a new Presidency on Wednesday and remember the legacy of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. today? 

*We can start by holding all our leaders accountable: accountable to the Constitution, under God, and for the 
People, remembering that righteousness isn’t Red or Blue, Republican or Democratic. 

*We can hold ourselves accountable: to practice charity, and speak truth to power; to honor God’s will, and to 
love our neighbor as ourselves, wherever our neighbor may happen to live. 

  *That kind of righteousness begins at home—but it doesn’t stop there.  It reaches outward and upward to 
help the needy, care for the afflicted, and invest in other’s economic wellbeing: their freedom from want and 
fear.  Ultimately, it means focusing less on our own worries and more upon God, which Jesus promised would 
bring us everything else we need: food and clothing; a peaceful habitation—a life of quietness and trust. 

  I leave you with a particularly poignant illustration of this:  the personal righteousness of a ten-year-old girl 
from Montana, who on witnessing the violence done to a Capitol Police Officer who was being crushed against 
a door during the assault, decided to write him a letter.  “I feel bad for you,” wrote Emmy Jablonski to Officer 



Daniel Hodges.  “Those people are really bad hurting you.  I hope you and your family are nice and healthy.  
When I saw the people crushing you with a door I almost cried.  Get well—Emma.” 

That kind of caring from a little girl out in Montana for an unknown police officer down in Washington, DC is 
what right-relationship looks like.  It shows us the kingdom of heaven. 

Now you may think that that kind of personal righteousness is all fine and well, but it won’t change much in 
this country.  I firmly disagree.  When we undertake to genuinely care for each other, to bear one another’s 
burdens, to do what is just and right and to love what is kind and true, then the efforts of even one ten-year-
old can change us all by leading us all into the light. 

  May we all practice that kind righteousness as we remember the dream of Dr. King, and may we teach it to 
our children, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

 

 

 


