July 22, 2007
Amos 8:1-12; Luke 10:38-42
Sermon: “Something Rotten in . . . Israel!” Rev. Bob Jack
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“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”

So admits one of the guards keeping watch over Hamlet the
Prince of Denmark. Hamlet has just seen the ghost of his dead
father. And although the guards have beckoned the ghost to talk
with them, it will not, and disappears over the castle walls. Hamlet
wants to pursue the ghost but his guards advise against it, fearing
for his life and sanity. Alas, he refuses to obey them and, as he
chases after the ghost, Marcellus speaks that memorable line,
which is prophetic of the evil lurking in the person of the new
King.

“Something is rotten in . . . Denmark.” (Hamlet 1.iv.90)

Well, according to Amos, something is rotten in Israel. God
shows Amos a basket of ripe summer fruit, that’ll soon be spoiled
by the heat. It’s a metaphor of the judgment that’ll soon be coming

upon Israel because Israel has become rotten to the core.



Why is God so angry with Israel — with the people he has
called as his own? Well, usually God gets angry over injustices
that are done to those who are helpless. Here, in Amos’s book, the
injustices are specifically named: The rich get richer while the poor
get poorer — same old stuff; never changes. The rich arrogantly
trample on the needy. Everyone is consumed with making money,
buying land, building houses, Amos says. And the poor become
the virtual slaves of the rich.

And just as God promised to do something way back in
Exodus, when the Israelites were the slaves of the Egyptians, so
the Lord promises, here, that he, “ wi | | never f
d e e d\®w it’s the Israelites picking on their fellow Israelites —

which is even worse! —and God has a long memory.

“Something is rotten in t
“Heaven wil|l direct it.
“Nay, |l et s follow him”

Shakespeare got it right. And so did Amos.
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If you’re like most people, you’re probably worried about
money. Not many of us ever get beyond the point of worrying
about how we’re going to make it in this life. Money matters!

In fact, I’ll bet you’re probably thinking about money at this
very moment, right? How many of you (show of hands) have
money matters on your mind right now, instead of being interested
in my sermon. It’s okay; I’ve got tough skin. I can take it. Be
honest! Hardly a day goes by that you and I don’t have money
matters at the top of our daily list of things to worry about, right? |
mean, that’s just life.

Well, God is worried about money, too. Do you believe that?
God loves us so much, cares about us enough, to be concerned
about the way we spend our money. God does not leave us to our
own devices. God has a greater vision for us, and for our society.
And that’s the good news that comes out of this text from Amos.
Because the rest of it sounds like pretty bad news, to be honest.

God gives Amos the vision of a time to come when the sky

will be dark. There will be no light. And all will be silent. In fact,



there will be no word even from the Lord. That’s right. You see,
before, people had to worry about famine being a lack of food to
eat. Now, Amos tells them there will be a famine of the word of
God, when God will fall silent and refuse to speak even to his own
people — to Israel.

Those are harsh words. And they seem so out of character for
the God of Israel. Because the God of the Bible is a talkative God,
ordinarily. The whole story of the world begins when God begins
to talk. God speaks in Genesis, and the world bursts into being by
the very word of God. God speaks, and Israel comes into being.
God comes to Abraham on a starlit night and speaks to him, and
promises to make a great people of Abraham’s family. The whole
Bible can be seen as one long conversation between God and
humanity, a conversation that God initiates, that God keeps coming
back to, asking, “Where are you?”

So, I’'ll ask again, “Why on earth i1s God so angry.” And,
friends, you and | would do well to note what the specific reasons

are for God’s anger, here, in Amos’s book of prophecy.



Is God angry because Israel hasn’t been worshipping God the
right way? Maybe their prayers were not specific enough, or
sincere enough, or frequent enough to suit the Lord.

Or, maybe Israel has misinterpreted the Holy Scriptures.
Have they been day-dreaming, goofing off, instead of
concentrating on the word of God? Reading the Bible with impure
thoughts?

Amos mentions none of this. Instead, he says that what really
gets God hot and angry is a matter of pure economics. God is upset
over business dealings. The poor have been victimized by the rich.
People can scarcely wait to get out of church before they run to
their business offices to start buying and selling grain at the highest
possible profit. The poor have become the virtual slaves of the rich
— 50 horribly and deeply in debt that they can never climb out.
That’s what Amos says.

And what Amos says to you and me today is this: (He says)
I’m sorry if you thought that Christianity was mostly just a

“spiritual” religion, because it’s not. Even Christians tend to be



very materialistic — very concerned with day to day money matters,
as we should be. And yet, sometimes we wish that the church
would just stick to spiritual things and leave our money alone.

But the God of lIsrael (according to Amos and according to
Jesus) is Lord of all. And that includes economics. God is not just
interested in our vague, religious sentiments on Sunday mornings.
God cares about our pots and pans, our homes and our hearts, our
dollars and cents, the way we make our money and the way we
spend our money — because our business is God’s business and that
means that our business is ultimately a moral issue.

Now, those of you who know me know that | am by
conviction a “limited-government Republican.” I believe in the
power of the free market and, to a great degree, of capitalism, to
create forces and conditions that can free many, many people from
the clutches of poverty and set them on the road to self-
governance.

But capitalism can become a force of enormous oppression,

too. The same capitalistic forces can be turned in a sinister way



against people and can enslave them in the same way that
communism enslaved many, many people for so many years.

As you know, capitalism turns on the axis of self-interest. At
its best, it says, “What’s good for me will be good for others,
therefore let’s work for the good of all.” But at its worst, capitalism
says, “What’s good for me is good for me, and to hell with the
rest.” Self-interest can easily degenerate into pure greed. And that
is evil.

Is it right, for example, that while American corporations are
being downsized and thousands of employees lose their jobs, that
corporate executives pull down huge salaries and garner multi-
million dollar bonuses? I don’t know; maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.
But that’s a moral issue, and the God of the Bible has a lot to say
about it.

Maybe you run a business. Amos says that God cares about
that. In other words, how you run that business is God’s business.
Are you fair with your employees? Do you create a work

environment that is safe and humane for all who work there? Do



your employees sense that you are a Christian (a person of
character) in the way that you relate to them?

Amos says that God cares about these things. He says that
God is refusing to speak to Israel because Israel has abused its
business privileges. That’s right. Israel is suffering a famine of the
word of God because it has exploited the poor and carried on
dishonest business practices.

Sometimes it seems like you and | are living in a time when
God’s word is so very, very distant from us. God seems very far
from our modern, 21% century way of life. We may blame it on our
being busy people — too busy for God. Or that we are too
sophisticated, too skeptical, too scientifically oriented. Maybe
that’s the problem.

And I wonder what Amos would say to us? Maybe he’d say
that the reasons are more basic, more fundamental, more
economic. That we have compartmentalized our lives.

Over here: we’re doing business. And business IS business.

Over here: one hour a week, maybe a few minutes each day, we’re



religious; spiritual. And these various compartments never seem to
meet.

But not in today’s Scripture. Not in Amos’s book. Here, the
Bible get’s very specific, and very economic. And God gets angry.

A number of years ago we had a guest preacher at Pleasant
Hill, Mr. Etienne Bota-Tsiek. Mr. Bota-Tsiek was an international
banker who barely escaped with his life from Zaire, in Africa, after
the revolution in that country. And | remember him saying to us
that the greatest challenge facing the church in America is our
materialism. Here, there seems to be so much of everything that
there’s never enough room for God. Money is always the problem,
according to the Bible, never the solution.

The love of money is a spiritual problem.

Is this what Amos meant when he talked about a famine, not
of food or possessions, but of the word of God? More possessions
— less word of God?

On this bright July day, we hear a harsh, direct, specific

word, a word of judgment that’s aimed at getting us to look deeper



into what motivates us as Christians. Where will you go after this
worship service? What concerns will occupy your attention? What
desires will eat away at your marriage, your family, your career,
your relationships with other people? What responsibility do we
have for the poor and the less fortunate in our land? How have we
voted in recent elections — have we voted only for our own self-
interest, or have we shown interest for the needs of others?

This is a word of judgment. And yet, behind this tough text
from Amos there’s a word of grace. It might be tough for you,
today, to accept this word — I don’t know where you are,
necessarily, or what you may be going through — but you ought to
be able to give thanks that God cares enough about you to speak
the truth. Thankfully, God does not keep his word in this text. God
does not remain silent. God sends truthful prophets like Amos to
grab our attention, to speak the truth, painful though it may be.

Maybe you came here today looking for comfort, for peace,
calm, and reassurance. Many Sundays, that’s what you get. But

this Sunday, what is offered is also the truth. You are not being left
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to your own devices. You may wonder why there is that gnawing
sense of unfulfillment in you, why there are problems in your
marriage, your family, your work. The Bible speaks of a God who
loves you enough to name it, to name it as greed, materialism,
insensitivity. And for that truthfulness, you and | should be

grateful.
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