Wade Street Church 15.11.09 am
“THE MESSAGE OF AMOS”

Amos 5:4-24

I know there are quite a few of you here this morning who have jdlmedchurch after moving to
Lichfield and looking around for a suitable place to worship each .w¥ek’'ve come from a variety of
backgrounds and denominations, but have sought out somewhere that you diptdtaecto put down
some spiritual roots. And, if you're like me when | go round to rotherches, you look out for little
things (or maybe big things) that tell you something about thehitevision of the church — there’'s a
kind of code you can decipher from looking at the notice boardsinge#iie weekly newssheet and
visiting the website.

No doubt you take notice of the hymnbook that is used (or not, as thenagdee), the version of the
Bible used, the ways in which prayer is offered and used, thergledemeanour of the congregation. A
church that has lively worship, a variety of musicians, an engploasa particular type of teaching, a
good offering, and imaginative special services might wedlyeur approval.

So thought the people of Amos’s day. They really went to town egiedrtheir religious feasts, they
brought the best offerings to the place of worship, they sangptages of God enthusiastically. They
did all that they thought was demanded of them in their regaldregngs. Yet, imAmos 5:21 God
speaks to them in some pretty uncompromising tethisate, | despise your religious feasts. | cannot
stand your assemblies”Strong language to those who seem to be trying to please\iimg!does he say
it? | suspect it’s not because he doesn't like the style oicroushe fact that they don't have a children’s
talk. And what does it have to say to us today?

Well, in short, God gives the people that message through his praplost because their outward show
of worship is not supported by consistently holy lives. Much of thaklmd Amos — another of The
Minor Prophets whose words we are considering on Sunday morningsnabment — is taken up with
fierce denunciations of God’s people’s duplicitous attitude to warshigey are bringing their offerings
not only to Yahweh, the One True God, but to other gods and goddessels aBhey thought that once
they had been through the ritual of worship, they could do what theltlieerest of the time. And God
delivers a series of stinging rebukes of their attitudes tacguand righteousness. They might well be
bringing to God what the Law of Moses required of them — thestititeal offerings and sacrifices — but
their real thoughts are often elsewhere. Look at what rseisdyl or 8:4-6.

A month ago we celebrat€dne World Weelat Soul Street and a little before that we held our Harves
Festival, focussing our thoughts on the poor and disadvantaged inaités wFrom time to time we
acknowledge the difficulties that the vast majority of the pajmans of this world have to cope with. We
make our offerings to TEAR Fund and Christian Aid, wrap up the boixgifts for children who lose out
at Christmas, buy the odd pack of charity Christmas cards andcasiartal box of fairly traded muesili
from the Traidcraft stall. But what of our attitude to theiéssthe rest of the time? What of our thoughts
and actions in between those little bouts of altruism? Yeshark God regularly for what he gives us
so faithfully and constantly — but do we give the poor and disadvahtdgeur world, of our society, a
second thought as we accept all that God provides for us?

You see, for us, like those people in Israel who first heardribssage which has probably lost much of
its force for us today, the occasional celebrating of Hafesttvals and the like seems to absolve us from
the responsibility of doing anything about the situation the rest ofe¢e I'm not talking about putting
your odd coppers in the TEAR Fund box, or skimming off your chocolate mormypée of times a year
for Christian Aid. I'm talking — and Amos was talking — abouinkyvin such a way that TEAR Fund and
Christian Aid and the like shouldn’t need to exist at all. Teaithat we are really doing something to
help stop such ludicrous and obscene inequalities in our world by giumigose change to charity leads
to all manner of casualties in our culture.



The people of Israel to whom Amos was talking had become so usegbying their comforts at the
expense of those who were suffering elsewhere that they coubdimgthemselves really to sacrifice so
that justice could be done. And nothing has changed in the 2,700syeeesthen. Here's a purely
secular, but nonetheless challenging insight into the situmtonthe renowned American economist J K
Galbraith. Fifty years ago in his seminal bddie Affluent Sociefye wrote:

Few things have been more productive of controversy over the ageth¢hanggestion that

the rich should, by one device or another, share their wealth with thbeeare not. With

comparatively rare and usually eccentric exceptions, the rich haea bpposed. The

grounds have been many and varied and have been principally noted for théoexafube

most important reason, which is the simple unwillingness to give umjbgreent of what

they have.
To put it another way, people like us — the rich of this workde-generally too selfish to share with the
vast majority of this planet — the poor — that which we enjoy a$ wbdake to be our right. Once that
attitude comes into play — and it is seen at its most pernieindsheretical in the teachings of the so-
called Prosperity Gospel teachers (God wants you to have asasugbu want, to have it now and
wealth is a sure sign of his blessing) — once that happens, éine casualties: not simply human
casualties, like we see from time to time when we has@llactive crisis of conscience and some BBC
reporter does an item from Ethiopia on famine or drought. For Atheswo major casualties of such a
selfish and grasping attitude ameith and justice. So let's reflect on that for a few moments this
morning.

1. TRUTH

In 5:13 Amos tells us thdthe prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times dfe déid suggest
that this“prudent man” is not the “wise” man oProverbsand Psalms but the man who thinks he’s
going to get on a bit better if he doesn’t rock the boat. Noéwes ceally likes the person who is always
campaigning on behalf of the poor and dispossessed, do we? Vée gt lfstening to him. We regard
him as a single-issue maniac, an eccentric who is just heiggateful to God for the things he’s been
blessed with. He makes us feel very uncomfortable. As Asags in5:10, “you despise him who tells
the truth.” The people of Amos’s day weren’t too keen on listening to the prophdtthose who spoke
God’s word uncompromisingly ended up in all kinds of trouble. But thenpwfse, they weren't very
prudent about it.

Those who today try to speak out for the poor, who advocate a more thoagltfetuitable use of the
world’s resources, are abused in all kinds of ways. Dom Hé&ldemara, a Brazilian bishop who has
faced all kinds of obstacles as he has tried to help the poormtovdakt country, once saitlf | give
money to the poor, they call me a saint: if | ask why they are gayr,call me a communist and what
greater insult can there be for a Western Christiantthae labelled a communist.

Or they are just sidelined and ignored. Steve Turner's pbeenProphet{Up To Datep160) finishes
with these words:

No, you didn’t stone the prophet.

You said there were crazies like him

Around in Ancient Rome

But Italy survives.

The official view was

Don't panic.

You didn’t stone the prophet.

You didn’t even censor him.

You didn’t put him in prison.

You just put him in perspective.



Or we adopt the attitude that one voice will make no differeteet the protest of the amateur prophet is
so ineffective that there’s no point making it at all. Butafi\ve ever been gardening without the gloves
amongst the roses and briars, you'll know that it only takes ote thitbrn to get under your skin to
persuade you to put the gloves on. One voice that makeshigset! in the right place can certainly get
things done. Some years ago the American sociologist and préemige Campolo realised that the
practices of a multi-national food conglomerate were highly offent those who took what the Bible
has to say about justice seriously, so he and a few of his stuatmrght one share in the company, one
share that permitted them to go to the annual meeting of shanshafdethere they made their point so
tenaciously that the company eventually changed its policies.

We don’t have that attitude about evangelism, do we? “Welhri't do anything because it’'s only a

drop in the ocean.” We get on and do it. So why don’t we speak ot achout — in the name of truth?

There is more to morality and following God’s ways than whingeing bmutastreet crime and binge

drinking and teenage pregnancies: it's about institutionalised thefeiCity and economic oppression at
a national level, from which we all benefit.

2. JUSTICE

“All that is needed for evil to prosper is for good men to do nothin§o Edmund Burke is reported to
have said. Once we have decided that we are going to igiatés going on around us, that we are not
going to face up to the truth, then justice goes out of the windowAmos mentions that time and time
again in this prophecy — there is no justice. Wrongs that couldghtedi with the political will are
continuing, because the rich like things that wayhey sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a
pair of sandals. They trample on the heads of the poor as on the dustgobdine and deny justice to
the oppressed’(2:6,7). Now Amos is talking about things in a wider context thaane this morning
and if we tried to cover all the ground that he does, we'd befbeveeeks. But there is no doubt that he
is concerned about the poor simply because the rich have pricedbtherhthe market. 116:4-6 his
main complaint against the rich seems to be their conspicuous qutisuim the face of oppression and
impending doom.

So here we are, while a substantial percentage of humanitytgagés wall, feeding our faces and
feathering our nests. And finding ways to justify it @&emember, each of those starving people, each of
those children dying of a preventable disease, each of those tgeabare land has been commandeered
so that you can have cheap coffee, each of those villagers Whosehas been washed away as a result
of deforestation so that we can print another Christian papedoalckw God wants you to have the very
best — each of these individuals is loved by God. Jesus died orofiseat Golgotha not just for people
like you and me, but for people like that — the same Jesus whodppliemself the words of Isaiah,
“The Spirit of the IorRDis upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news for the Avodr.”
we cannot simply fob the poor off with the promise of heavéimely just put up with their lot here on this
earth — that’s the stuff of institutionalised injustice, t@as pietistic imperialism — because Jesus also said
he came so thdthey might have life and have it to the fulllohn 10:10. Are we frustrating his plan?

Amos could see truth and justice disappearing, along with compassiamselfishness. What could be
done? Irb:5,6 he says that the first thing to do is'8eek the brRD’. Look to God and ask him what his
will is in this area. And that shouldn’t be too difficult to aiisn, because there’s a book full of it here.
The instructions are fairly clear most of the time — whatldies the water for us is the convoluted ways
in which we try to interpret them so that we don't realiye to do very much about them.

Then he gives us some more ideas about how to put things right mahaerful sentence iB:24, which
provides such a stark contrast with his condemnation of the pious ang refigiosity of the Israelites’
worship:“Let justice roll on like a river and righteousness like a ne\alirfg stream.” Here is what you
could call the principle and practice of what we’ve been tal&inaut.



RIGHTEOUSNESS is that changed attitude, that inner pursuit of holiness, of itwetitat means we
are starting to think in the way God wants us to. | know I've $his before, but so much of our
Christianity is aboutvhat we dq about giving the right impression, about looking right. And we gan t
to modify our behaviour without necessarily stopping to think the wayidrkl does. We need to seek
the Lord and ask him to give us new ways of seeing things, nswfsealues, new attitudes to the world
around us. We need to be thinking carefully about what we do with @eyrand our resources. Fair
enough, we can put stuff in the charity box, or write the odd cheque tivaeris an appeal, but Amos
describes this @& never-failing stream? not an occasional puddle!

JUSTICE is the way we start to demonstrate those attitudes in mracticis living them out and
speaking out for them. Not only should our attitudes be changed but ourduehieansformed. It was
the accent on justice for the disadvantaged that was a k&yr facthe distinctiveness on the Early
Church, as Luke describes itActs Through the ages it has been the Church’s concern for jusdice,
care of the poor and dispossessed that has marked it out fremeatithly organisations. And it is the
reason for that justice that means it has been taken seriosBhurch that is squabbling over the type
of hymnbook it uses, or the exact wording of the Lord’s Prayer,sh@mplaining about the colour of
the carpets or where they're going to park the 4x4 on Sunday morninghalfilef humanity starves to
death has no business saying to the world around, “Listen toessage of good news”.

So what can we do? How can we put into practice what God rsgsagre? Firstly, listen to some words
of Senator Barry Goldwater when he was seeking the presideatrahation in the USA back in 1964:
“Let me remind you that moderation in the pursuit of justice is noeit If we believe that God really
wants us as his people ttet justice roll on like a river” we need to do it with enthusiasm and
commitment. And we need to overcome in our own minds the notion thaideeit’s only a drop in the
ocean it's not worth doing. If there weren't any drops indtean, there’d be no ocean!

Compared with the poorer parts of the world, we are people of respafceducation, of influence.
Some of you have a great deal of influence in the placesewioer find yourself each day. Make your
voices heard. Write to your MP, to members of the governméhose of you who are involved in
politics can actually speak to them. Think carefully about wbat lyuy from the supermarkets — or,
indeed, whether you buy form the supermarkets at all. Avoidahgpicuous consumption that Amos so
condemned. Be less wasteful with the food you eat — don’t throwush away. Try fasting regularly —
after all, it’s biblical. Think whether you need your home quitevarm all the time. Do you need to use
the car quite so often? Share resources with others. Thinkwbetliter you should follow fashion quite
so slavishly. Ronald Sider, who wrote the powerful bRadh Christians In An Age Of Hungeeckoned
that virtually no readers of that book should realded to buy clothes for three years. And he also
offered these two thoughts Question your own lifestyle, not your neighbouaisd Think about how
much of what you spend is simply for status and eliminate it

Some of those things might mean you have a bit more disposable in&imee it with others through
the work of TEAR Fund, Christian Aid and other agencies. If Aoayse back today, I'm sure he would
have plenty to say to us. And | am equally sure that we woyltb texplain him away, to negate the
effects of his words with platitudes about how much more complicatedann is today and how he
doesn't really understand what's going on. Whether he did orhmg is no excuse for us to neglect
God’s world in this vital area.

Some of you will know that | am a bit of a hoarder. When | wapaning for this morning, because |
keep all my old sermons | looked back at what I'd said when plastched on this book, and that was
almost exactly 15 years ago. And | reflected on whether itnhade any difference to me and my
lifestyle. In that time my stipend has increased by 53ked) all my old payslips, too) and | reckon I'm
a lot more comfortable today than | was in 1993, despite lots of fattters. Did it make any difference
to me, this book of Amos? Sadly, probably not. In those 15 yeapdighé of the poor in this world has
not improved. There is still a huge gap between rich peopleniéand the poor majority of the world’s
population. In many ways, | embody all the things we've beenntlbout this morning, all the



injustices and inequalities that Amos condemned. That'ateenfor me to try and sort out, to confess
and repent. But | know | am not alone. What will you‘gou who turn justice into bitterness and cast
righteousness to the grour®dl” The advice of Amos i§Seek good not evil, that you may liveThen we
might be able to worship God with real integrity.

Discussion notes on the next page



“THE MESSAGE OF AMOS"
Amos 5:4-24

The people of Amos’s day did all that they thought was demanded of them in their worship. Yet, in
Amos 5:21, God says: "I hate, I despise your religious feasts. I cannot stand your assemblies” because
their outward show of worship was not supported by consistently holy lives. The people of Israel had
become so used to enjoying their comforts at the expense of those who were suffering elsewhere that
they could not bring themselves really to sacrifice so that justice could be done. People like us — the
rich of this world — are generally too selfish to share with the vast majority of this planet — the poor —
that which we enjoy as what we take to be our right. For Amos, the two major casualties of such an
attitude are truth and justice.

3. TRUTH

In 5:13 Amos tells us that "the prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times are evil”. Those
who try to speak out for the poor are abused, sidelined or ignored. Or we adopt the attitude that one
voice will make no difference.

4. JUSTICE

"All that is needed for evil to prosper is for good men to do nothing” (Edmund Burke). In 6:4-6 Amos's
main complaint against the rich seems to be their conspicuous consumption in the face of oppression
and impending doom. But Jesus died on the cross for the poor as well as the rich — the same Jesus who
applied to himself the words of Isaiah, "7he Spirit of the LORD is upon me, because he has anointed me
to preach good news for the poor.”

Amos could see truth and justice disappearing, along with compassion and unselfishness. What could
be done? In 5:5,6 he says that the first thing to do is to "Seek the Lorp”. Look to God and ask him
what his will is in this area. Then he says: "Let justice roll on like a river and righteousness like a never-
failing stream.”

RIGHTEOUSNESS is that changed attitude, that inner pursuit of holiness, of integrity, that means we
are starting to think in the way God wants us to.

JUSTICE is the way we start to demonstrate those attitudes in practice. It is living them out and
speaking out for them. Not only should our attitudes be changed but our behaviour transformed.

"Let me remind you that moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue” (Barry Goldwater). If we
believe that God really wants us as his people to "fet justice roll on like a river” we need to do it with
enthusiasm and commitment.

"Question your own lifestyle, not your neighbours” and "Think about how much of what you spend is
simply for status and eliminate it.” (Ronald Sider)

Questions for discussion
1. How can we speak out for the poor effectively? Why should we do that?

2. Our lives are generally getting more comfortable (think back to the 1950s or 1960s, but don't spend
too long reminiscing!), so why shouldn’t we enjoy it? Isn't wealth a sign of God'’s blessing?

3. How can we "seek the LORD”?

4. What do you think v24really means? How can we ground it in the reality of everyday life?



5. In what ways should we as Christians be giving a lead in the debate over world poverty?



