July 15, 2007
Amos 7:7-17; Luke 10:25-37
Sermon: “Life Is What Happens When You Had Other Plans”
Text: “I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son, but I am a herds-

»

man.

In my senior year as a student at Princeton Seminary | was
invited, along with all other graduates, to a dinner that was hosted
by the Board of Trustees. For the most part, the trustees were
people who were successful in the business world and who could
be counted on to help in raising lots of money for the school. At
my table, two of the trustees, Helen Walton and John M.
Templeton, regaled us with stories from their personal lives, their
spiritual lives, as well as from the business world.

At the time, I don’t think any of us had even a notion of who
these folks were, in reality. We just knew that they were successful
people who were giving of themselves in service to Jesus Christ
through the auspices of a theological seminary of the Presbyterian
Church. And from what | could observe, they were people who
did not let their personal success interfere with their willingness to

relate to us as students preparing for ministry.



Ask most Americans what they dream of achieving in life,
and they’ll answer in one word: success. Whether it’s success in
business, success in sports, success in love and marriage and
family — Americans are fixated on the notion of success in all areas
of life.

Americans don’t like being losers — we want to win!

We like to hear about athletes who soar to the top of their
chosen sport; about companies that exhibit a ceaseless energy that
drives their competitors to the wall; about pop singers and other
celebrities who were so successful that people still see them long
after they have died.

To be an American is above all to be a winner.

Our favorite story is about some nobody of a person from
Podonkville, Arkansas who always dreamed of being a star, but
was hindered from accomplishing this dream because of poverty,
or some other hardship that kept them back. But they kept at it,
constantly practicing and refining their talent in the face enormous

odds: the alcoholic dad, the obsessive/compulsive mom, the bullies



at school who picked on them. And then one day, suddenly, they
are given their chance, that one seemingly impossible shot at
stardom. They score it big! That’s our favorite story.

Isn’t that what makes for the huge popularity of TV shows
like American Idol? The chance for instant success? And we just
eat it with a spoon, don’t we? Because that, we are told, is the
American dream: Success.

The Bible tells a much different story. Not that God is
opposed, necessarily, to the notion of success. Just that the favorite
Bible story is much different from the favorite American story.
The Bible rarely tells of anyone who uses his talents purely in the
interest of self-promotion, simply to get rich or successful or
powerful as the world defines these terms.

The Bible is about God. Period. And God in the Bible seems
to take sides with those who are losing, not winning. And that’s a
good thing, isn’t it? Because if we’re honest, we’ll admit that we
lose a lot of the time in this life, don’t we? And so the Bible kind

of reassures us that God is there for us even when we lose.



You see, the Bible is a long record of failures. And yet, after
each failure, it speaks of a God who is there to help us try another
time. God doesn’t give up on us. God is not confounded by our
unfaithfulness and sin and rebellion. God helps us to pick up and
start over again.

Amos the prophet embodies God’s determination not to give
up on Israel, to keep talking to the people, to keep returning to
them and blessing them. And God promises the same to us, today.

As a pastor, I’ve found that the church is a place for
constantly starting over. Whenever | get together with other pastor
friends, and we compare notes, it’s interesting to hear how similar
our stories are. One of my colleagues, who was coming near to the
end of his career, was sharing with us one day. He said, “At this
church, which will be my last, it’s just like I’m starting over, with
the same challenges as my first little church | served right out of
seminary. The same battles have to be fought and the same things

have to be done. It seems like we’re always starting over.”



Amos is in a similar predicament. Notice that Amos is
introduced as nobody very special, nobody whose previous talents
suggest that he’d be especially effective as God’s spokesman.
We’re told that he is nothing more than a sheep farmer from
Tekoa, a little hick town just north of Bethlehem. In other words,
Amos was a rube, a country boy, a ‘bubba,” who’d never seen the
sights of the big city, Jerusalem.

When Israel was divided into two countries, the Northern and
Southern Kingdom, Amos the Southerner migrated to the north to
preach. But they couldn’t stand his preaching. They said, “You’re
not from around here, are you? We don’t care how you did things
back in the South.”

So Amos was thrown out of town by group of religious and
political leaders. Maybe the Bible is trying to say here that the
more effective the prophet, the worse his fate. I don’t know. But
for our purposes it’s enough to say that Amos had to start over. He
was a sheep farmer, who tended supplemented his income by

tending sycamore trees on the side.



But Amos had to leave his sheep and his orchard and his
accustomed way of life. And go preach to the Northerners. Now, as
you know, | come from up North, and | can tell you the honest
truth — it’s tough preaching to those folk. In fact, Billy Graham
once said that if a revival of religion could happen in the
Northeast, it could happen anywhere!

Of course, Amos didn’t have to completely start over. I guess
nobody does, really. He hemmed and he hawed, and complained to
God that he wasn’t fit to preach or to be a prophet, just a farmer.
But Amos trusted God’s wisdom. And that’s the way it is with
God. God may send you on a mission, my friend, and you may
complain that you’re not God’s man or woman. That you’re not fit
for the job.

But God sees gifts in you that fit the calling to which you are
called. God sees a potential in each of us that we don’t see, and he
gives gifts to meet the challenges of any new situation that he
sends us into. And Amos found out that there were some things

he’d learned as a farmer and a shepherd that could be useful in his



new role as a prophet. One thing he learned, especially, was the
value of good, straight-forward, honest, no-nonsense speech.

In today’s Scripture, Amos doesn’t use fancy words. He
talks straight, just like you’d expect a simple farmer to talk. He
urges people to draw on their own experiences in order to read the
signs of the time.

He says, if you see two people coming across town from
different directions, and they meet, shake hands, and leave
together, you’d be right in assuming that they had an appointment
to meet. And if you hear a lion roaring proudly in the woods, it’s
probably a sign that that lion just found its next meal.

Amos is kind of like Jesus, here, when he was speaking about
the signs of the times. If you see a fig tree blooming, Jesus said,
you know that spring is on the way. And | think that most churches
today would be grateful for preachers who can talk a common talk,
speak a simple speech, tell it like it is, in proclaiming the mysteries

of God in worship. Amos did that.



And vyet, although Amos built his ministry on things he
learned from his past, there’s no denying that he was called to do
something entirely new — to start all over again. And | can tell you
folks, based on my experience and my observation, starting over
isn’t an east thing.

A Dbig part of my pastoral counseling time is spent with
people who need to start over. You think you have a job that’s
fixed for life. Then there’s a re-organization, a downsizing, or
something else. Whatever they call it up in corporate, for you it
means you’re suddenly out of work, thrown out, that you have to
start over again.

Or you have a marriage in which you promise to live together
“until death do us part.” But at midlife, to your surprise, you are
parted by something other than death. You have to start over.

My friend and former pastor, Steve Brown, has the radio
ministry called Key Life. He says, “I once heard a commencement
speaker say, ‘Failure is only in the dictionary for fools and

cowards.’ It’s a lie. It’s in all of our dictionaries.



“Let me tell you something: A successful person is not a
person who doesn’t fail. A successful person is someone who got
up the last time he or she did fail.

“I often tell my seminary students when they become
especially adamant and unbending about something, ‘You haven’t
lives long enough, sinned big enough or failed nearly enough to
know anything about that.””

Steve ends his advice by saying, “On the authority of God’s
Word, I give you permission to fail.”

Permission to fail. The chance to start over again. The
possibility to leave the past behind and walk into God’s hopeful
future.

You see, we have within us, each of us, a Christian
consciousness, a wealth of stories that are just like that, stories
about people who have experienced, not just the pain and the

disruption of starting over, but the grace, even the joy of starting

over. There are those times when God somehow takes what seems



like an unmitigated disaster, a great loss, a pain too deep for words
—and turns it into a gracious gain! A spiritual victory!

That story of starting over could be told for some of you here
today. | just know it! In the church, we have fancy names for
starting over. We call it “conversion,” or “being born again.” For
most of us, conversion doesn’t point to just one specific time and
place in our lives, something very dramatic (like “once I was lost,
but now I’'m found”). That’s not the tale most of us would tell.

For most of us, conversion has been a process, an ongoing
process throughout our lives, so that, more appropriately we say,
“Once | was lost, then | started over again; then | was lost again,
then I started over again,” and so on.

Too often we think of conversion as a time when we get our
life together, when things take a turn for the better. But Amos’s
story seems to suggest that that’s not good enough. Conversion,
like what’s pictured here, this starting over, may not be the answer

to all your problems. Indeed, it may be just the beginning of
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problems you’ve never had before God decided to call you into his
service.

The starting over may be painful, challenging, frightening.
Yet, starting over is related to God’s disruptive determination to
use you for his purposes. Think about that.

So when you face those times in life, times when you’re
asked to bring something to an end and to start something new in
its place, | want you to remember this: The same God who began
the world, the God who came back to us after the Flood and began
creating again, the God who continually took us back, time and
again — this same God came back to us through Amos and the
prophets, and returned once again in the risen Christ to save us
from our sin. He’s the same God who gives us the grace to begin

again, and start over.
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