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May There Never Be Another Amos

Amos 5: 14-15; 21-24

Sunday, May 16, 2010
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Jim Harnish in his book “God Isn’t Finished With Us Yet” begins his chapter on Amos by quoting from “The Chronicles of Narnia” by C.S. Lewis. When the children of the “Chronicle” series first hear of Aslan, a lion who portrays the Christ figure, one of the children asks, “Is, is he a man?” And Mr. Beaver replies:

“Aslan a man? Certainly not. I tell you he is the King of the wood and the Son of the great Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea. Don’t you know who is the King of Beasts? Aslan is a lion – the Lion, the great Lion.”
“Ooh!” said Susan, “I’d thought he was a man. Is he quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”
“That you will, dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver. “If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”
“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.

“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver . . . “Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.”
Amos comes roaring at us out of the prophetic tradition of the Old Testament. In fact the lion is often associated with Amos who brings up the metaphor a few times in his prophecy. The word of the Lord is loud and severe as we hear it through Amos. And what we find is that while God is good, we are not necessarily safe.

Amos was a southern gentleman, from Judah, Tekoa exactly (and for some reason every time I see Tekoa, I read Topeka, so I just assume that Amos is from Kansas). He was a southerner who came to the North, Israel, because the spirit of God spoke to his spirit and he could see the handwriting on the wall for Israel. And it was not good.

An assortment of sermons have been preached on Amos describing how God can use the lowly and the marginalized of society to portend the great works of God. They come to this conclusion because in the first verse of the book we learn that Amos was a shepherd, and Amos uses this fact later to articulate that he is not a prophet in the common cultic sense, but simply one who has seen the words of God concerning Israel. Shepherds were not high on the social ladder. They were often the rough and the scruffy – a necessary occupation for the community, but not one that brings with it standing and prestige.
However, the Hebrew word that is used, “noqed,” denotes not so much a simple shepherd, but a breeder of sheep, and an owner of large herds. The only other time that word is used is in 2 Kings 3:4 when referring to King Mesha of Moab. Also as you read Amos you find that he has a firm grasp of world history and appears well educated. It seems fairly evident that this is a man of means and standing which also may account for his ease of access to the temples and priests and the other gentry of Israel.

We also learn, given his description of where he lands in history – in the days of Uzziah, King of Judah and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, King of Israel (1:1) that Hosea, whom we talked about last week, and Amos were roughly contemporaries. There is no indication that Amos and Hosea knew each other. We don’t know if their exact years overlapped. But we do know that they were both prophesying in Israel in the mid 8th century BC. They were both telling Israel that they were losing sight of the kind of people God had called them out to be. And they both saw that God was going to use the Assyrians to bring judgment upon Israel.

For Hosea, an Israelite himself, the issue was that the people of Israel did not devote themselves to the living God, but like a harlot ran after other gods. For Amos, a Judean, one from the outside, it was Israel’s lack of justice and righteousness – in the courts, in the marketplace – the powerful abused the weak, the rich oppressed the poor. People were living lavishly at the expense of others.

Amos has no predecessors. According to the New Interpreters Bible, there is almost unanimous agreement that the book of Amos is the earliest of the prophetic books, and therefore stands at the beginning of a unique tradition in the history of religion: i.e. prophecies of the approaching end of the existence of God’s People based upon God’s judgment of them for failing to live according to the divine standards.

The tradition continued through the books of Hosea, Micah, Isaiah, Zephaniah, and the early parts of Jeremiah and Ezekiel. And then it comes to an end. Each of these later works takes up and reasserts the unacceptable message first announced in the book of Amos – the arrogant complacency, social injustice, and luxurious living when others are suffering. It condemns the sense of entitlement that comes with good fortune. It breaks into the spiritually depraved cycle that assumes we are blessed because we are chosen; forgetting that with being chosen comes great responsibility, especially for the poor and the marginalized. This is like the first of the hell fire and brimstone sermons.
What was happening is that instead of assuming their responsibility for being a chosen people, Israel abused their blessing. And most prophets come to warn the people of their sin and to change their way before God takes matters into his own hands. Amos stands as one of the most terrifying prophets of the Old Testament. Amos’ message is: it’s too late. The only cure for Israel is Israel’s death. There are a couple of verses that talk about a remnant surviving and the last few verses of Amos talk about restoring Israel, but most scholars agree that these are later additions. For Amos there was no hope. The sin and pride of Israel had gotten the best of them. And the only cure was that they must die.
Hence, Amos hasn’t been used much in the Judeo-Christian history of faith. It hasn’t been a popular book from which to preach throughout history until the last couple of centuries when the onset of the industrial age and modernity caused us to stop long enough to consider the ramifications of an ever growing and interconnected world population – where the growth and wealth of one society often came at the expense of another. Amos stands at the center of our modern world reminding us that our blessing and wealth is not a sign of God’s favoritism. Rather it is God’s call on our lives to live out of a sense of greater responsibility and accountability. To live out of a sense of fairness and justice. To let the righteousness of God show through in the way we conduct ourselves. “Let justice flow down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream,” says Amos in verse 24 of the 5th chapter – the hallmark of his prophesy.
Amos is a lot like Ezekiel in that he uses vivid imaging to get his point across. One of the more humorous images comes when the wealthy women of Samaria came under his special scrutiny. Amos sarcastically called the “cows of Bashan” because they, like the well-known livestock of the Bashan district, were pampered and well fed (4.1). These women maintained their luxurious life style at the expense of the poor. They demanded that their husbands satisfy their cravings, thus encouraging them to continue their exploitation of the poor, whose stolen money and land was necessary to support such extravagance.
Amos also had several visions from God that had special portends. One is a plumb line (7:7-9), which perhaps is the most famous image that comes from Amos (bulletin cover). A plumb line of course is a simple instrument to tell if a thing is standing straight. God said that he is setting a plumb line in the midst of the people. And of course what he finds is that the social walls are so crooked and out of kilter that they cannot stand. This society that Israel has built upon its corruption and mistreatment of the poor will come tumbling down.

Another vision that was given Amos was a basket of summer fruit, or ripe fruit (8:1). God asks Amos what he sees. Amos replies, “a basket of summer fruit.” And then God replies, “The end has come upon my people Israel.” It is an image that gets lost in the English translation. The impact is that the Hebrew word used here for “summer fruit” and the Hebrew word used for “the end” are very similar sounding. The Israelites would have gotten the pun of language.

The NIV version tries to maintain the pun of the language, although in doing so misses the import in the turn of the phrase. When God ask Amos what he sees, the NIV has Amos responding “a basket of ripe fruit.” To which God responds, “The time is ripe for my people Israel; I will spare them no longer. And again the reason given for the end of Israel is because they were guilty of socioeconomic dishonesty and oppression, the mistreatment of the poor and the dishonesty in the marketplace in order to make greater profits.
Amos was all about social justice. He condemned the abuse of the poor for profit. Amos complained that the judicial system was used by the rich to extract even more from the poor and the innocent. He condemned the “banking system” for inappropriate lending and unjust debt collecting. He condemned the market place, which ran schemes so a few could become rich at the expense of the poor. And I wish I were making this up because it sounds like it comes out of the headlines of today’s news. It becomes eerie to read because Amos sounds like he could be speaking to us, today. And Amos tells us in the passage we used for our lesson today that you can’t hide behind your religiosity. All your church-going and incantations, and worship services cannot make up for our lack of social justice.

AND SOCIAL JUSTICE IS NOT A “CODE WORD.” IT IS GOD’S WORD FOR EACH AND EVERY ONE OF OUR LIVES – INDIVIDUALLY AND COLLECTIVELY. Without it, Amos says, we will die.
There was no hope for Israel. Is there any hope for us? Well, I wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t think there was. That doesn’t mean we are any better than ancient Israel. But we do know something that Amos didn’t know anything about. We know about resurrection. We know that God can bring to life that which was dead. That doesn’t mean things don’t die, though. It does mean that God is bigger than our failures. It doesn’t mean we won’t suffer the consequences of our actions. It does mean that God has an eternity of long suffering with his people to find and work with the remnant that will take his calling of social justice seriously.
The New Interpreter’s Bible ends its reflection our Scripture passage today by reminding us that Amos has no program for change; it was too late for that. He offers an explanation of what has gone wrong and why it is so wrong that God must intervene in a drastic way. Later generations would see that he was right when he said the end was near, and they would accept his explanation of it as true. For them his words became an imperative to take his advocacy social justice with the utmost seriousness, as they saw what failure to establish justice had done. Those who were left after the Assyrian conquest set about to make sure their society was such that no prophet like Amos need rise again. As long as we are not convinced it is too late and believe we still have a chance, should we not read Amos in the same way – as a challenge not to make the mistake of injustice that ancient Israel made.

It demands a collective call to our society “Let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” But it begins in the lives of individuals like you and me whose actions always work to lift up people, not oppress; to act out of fairness and not hoard for ourselves; to live not at the expense of others, but in ways that provides dignity and respect for all God’s children. Then the roar of the lion will not be one of condemnation, but of grace and peace.
I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
MAY THERE NEVER BE ANOTHER AMOS
Sunday, May 16, 2010, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
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