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   There is, in a word, nothing comfortable about the Bible – until we manage to get so used to it that we make it comfortable for ourselves.  But then we are perhaps too used to it and too at home in it.  Let us not be too sure we know the Bible… just because we have learned not to have problems with it.  Have we perhaps learned … not to really pay attention to it?  Have we ceased to question the book and be questioned by it?

These words of Thomas Merton from his book Opening the Bible, presume that we know the Bible so well that we are not challenged by it anymore.  A greater challenge in the church today is that the Bible is unknown and we don’t know who we are.  So today’s sermon is a Bible lesson.
Amos lived in the 8th Century before the Common Era – so very long ago in ancient times.  He speaks to Israel of judgment, destruction, death, and all manner of unpleasant things.  We may think, “we have enough troubles of our own; who needs a prophet of gloom and doom from a time 2000 years before modernity was even a glimmer in the human experience?”  There’s no comfort in Amos, that’s for sure!
We could lump Amos and his contemporaries in with the proverbial prophet of doom represented in a cartoon from last week’s newspaper.  An old, bearded guy is carrying his sign, “The end is near,” and smiles as he sees people fleeing away from him.  In the bubble over his head, he thinks, “they’re finally taking me seriously,” while failing to notice that King Kong, falling from the Empire State Building, is about to land right on top of him.
That oblivion to disaster was part of Israel’s problem.  They didn’t see what was coming down right on top of them.  Amos prophesied in a time of peace and prosperity for the Northern Kingdom of Israel.  While a nation in crisis might listen to prophetic warnings, the good life that the elite of Israel enjoyed made them deaf to Amos’s cries for justice.
Not only were the rich and the poor miles apart, the rich oppressed the poor and the weak, cheated them with dishonest scales, imposed onerous taxes and forced labor, and even made a profit on the sweepings of the wheat, which, by law, were to be left in the fields for the poor to glean.  The rich lived in luxury while the poor were sold into slavery to pay their meager debts.  
The suffering caused by Ponzi schemes in the past few years gives us a glimpse into the depth of Amos’s outrage.  We’ve seen people and even charities lose everything because of the fraud of unethical and callous people who enjoyed exorbitant lifestyles.  It is against such callousness that Amos declares God’s anger and God’s judgment.
The message of Amos is the same as our cartoon prophet –the end is near!  Amos’s vision of ripe fruit is a play on words in the Hebrew.  Although the words are spelled differently, qayits, summer fruit or ripe fruit, sounds the same as qets, the word for end – the vision is a symbol that “The end has come upon my people Israel.”

Even in these words of judgment, the pathos of God comes through.  Abraham Heschel writes, “Justice is more than an idea or a norm.  Justice is a divine concern.  What obtains between God and [God’s] people is not only a covenant of mutual obligations, but also a relationship of mutual concern.  The message of God is not an impersonal accusation, but the utterance of a Redeemer who is pained by the misdeeds, the thanklessness of those [who have been] redeemed.  [God’s] words are plaintive and disconsolate.” (The Prophets, Vol. 1, Harper Row, 1962, p. 32)

God’s desire is to be in relationship with Israel, a mutually responsible relationship. Israel is going through the motions – keeping Sabbath, keeping feasts and rituals – but all the while they keep their eyes on their watches, “when will this be over so we can go out and continue cheating and getting rich?”
The harsh pronouncements of finality that Amos delivered were realized a few years down the road.  Amos was not looking into a crystal ball and predicting the future, but he was proclaiming that choices and behaviors have consequences.  Like a pebble dropped in a pool, our choices and behaviors ripple out in consequences, and there’s no bringing them back. Oblivious to those consequences, Israel, absorbed in its own well-being, was overwhelmed by Assyria to the north in 722, Before the Common Era, and the rich and the poor were taken into exile.  Part of the tragedy of evil is that the innocent suffer along with the guilty when everything comes crashing down.
Amos’s prophecy was the beginning of the end for Israel.  But what does this text say to us today?  The obvious responses are there for all to see:  Our worship must be sincere, and lived out day to day, not just on Sunday morning.  Whatever our circumstances, we are called to join with God in compassion for the poor and to work for change and justice in our society.
These lessons have been preached from this pulpit for generations, and Westminster’s very identity is woven on the loom of God’s justice.  In so many ways we partner with God for change in our city and in our world.  We are not oblivious to the cries of the needy, nor are we so callous that we turn a blind eye to the injustice that takes place around us every day.  Amos is part of who we are.
So what is the fresh word from God that we are called to hear?  We may each have to answer that for ourselves.  But perhaps it has to do with the Word itself.  It is the call of the prophets and the Laws of God before them that have shaped the ethos of this congregation.  The ancient texts of the Bible are not always easy to grasp.  In reading we may get bogged down in names and places that don’t mean anything to us and in customs that we don’t understand.  But we ignore the texts at our peril.
“The time is surely coming, says the Lord God, when I will send a famine on the land; not a famine of bread, or a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the Lord.  They shall wander from sea to sea, and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, seeking the word of the Lord, but they shall not find it.”
In his commentary on the Minor Prophets, Martin Luther says this is the last blow, and the most wretched of all, to take away the word of God and the prophetic proclamation.  Donald Gowan says in his commentary on Amos, that the word of God is the church’s health and vigor.  God’s word is the church’s very life which depends not on programs, organization, services, or even clergy!  The future of the church depends “solely on the clear and faithful preaching of the Word of God…” (New Interpreter’s Bible, Amos, p. 419)
Through reading and studying the Bible, we learn about our own origins in the faith. We learn what it is that God desires for us and requires of us.  
I think Merton is right.  We can so easily find those texts that bring comfort and reassurance, that we cease to question and be questioned by the book.  
But the Bible still holds out a word for how we live, how we worship, and how we shape our relationships with God and each other.
This past week I attended a seminar of the Biblical Archaeology Society which focused on stories and narratives of the Older Testament, and on the Dead Sea Scrolls.  What I learned from gifted scholars invites me to read the Bible in new ways, taking to heart the point of view of the ancient writers and the social, political and religious movements and contexts of ancient times.  With fresh knowledge, the biblical texts jump off the page and engage the reader with new insights for living and understanding.  
Our choices and behaviors make a difference in our lives and in the life of the world around us, and the Bible shines lights on the dark places within us and around us that need our careful attention. This is our story, and over the course of centuries it has shaped who we have become.
Without a doubt, the written word of God can bring comfort and reassurance when we need it – and oh, sometimes we do need it.  Heschel writes that while God’s intolerance of injustice is harsh, the gate of repentance remains open, and mercy is a perpetual possibility. God’s character is that of grace and loving kindness.  
We often associate the tender heart of God with the good news of Jesus in the Newer Testament.  But Jesus lived as fulfillment and embodiment of God’s promises to Israel through all the centuries before.
The whole Bible is our text for faith and life.  Reading Amos leaves little doubt about that.  In fact, reading Amos in our present context helps us to understand better who we are and why we are.
Amos called the people of Israel to account for the absence of justice in their society, but they did not listen.  What is God saying to us in our time?  
Over these summer weeks – which can produce much more than ripe fruit – read through the old stories again, or for the first time.  Start with Genesis, or with Amos.  Get a good commentary or Bible dictionary to help with obscure information. We have plenty in our Lowe Library.  Question the text and be questioned by it.  Be comforted when you need comfort, and be challenged when the text is uncomfortable.  Most of all, listen, for the Bible is God’s word to you.  And you may find that this summer reading is just the beginning of an adventure in life-changing learning.
Thanks be to God.
Amen.
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