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Linda and I lived in Raleigh for twelve years and for ten of them we lived about a mile from the state Farmers’ Market, a couple of long pavilions located between a state mental hospital, the maximum security state prison, and N. C. State University. Not surprisingly, the vendors at the State Farmers’ Market were required to sell only produce raised in the state of North Carolina. In the month of January only a handful of vendors braved the cold damp weather and only a few hearty buyers made the rounds.  All you could get was sweet potatoes, mustard greens, and chord wood. But at this time of year – mid-summer – the vendors spilled over into the parking lot and the produce was stacked high. Tomatoes, corn, okra, green beans, many varieties of legumes, peaches, melons, and more. The Farmers’ market smell was that of things fresh from the earth, corn husks, pungent fresh basil, and the oh so sweet peaches. All of that mixed with the smell of honest sweat on a hot and humid day in July.

Amos’ fourth vision – the basket of summer fruit carries with it some of the sensory delights of the farmers’ market. But there’s an off note. The vision is not about God’s abundance. Instead it’s about the end of Israel. You see, there’s a word play in the original Hebrew.


The Hebrew word qayits (related to summer or end of summer fruits) resonates with the word for “end,” qets, implying that for Israel, the end is near. After Amos is shown the basket of ripe summer fruit, the Lord interprets its meaning, through a play on these similar sounding words. “The end has come upon my people Israel; I will never again pass them by.” 

I have to admit that the end of summer at the farmers’ market was a different experience from that of mid-July. The only peaches were the last freestones from the mountains of Western North Carolina. The zucchini were too large, the tomatoes were often cracked unless August had been especially wet (if too wet the tomatoes would bruise and rot easily), and the air was heavy with the fat sweet smell of muscodine and scuppernong grapes. A second wave of corn was in, but pumpkins were starting to show up – a certain reminder that the end was near.

And why was Amos saying that end was near for Israel? One word: injustice.
He says, 
You… trample on the needy, 
and bring to ruin the poor of the land
			Amos 8:4

and you do this by cheating them out of their hard earned money. Your greed causes you to want the sabboth to be over so that you can get on with fleecing the people by tipping the scales.

Merchants were unscrupulous 
	“buying the poor for silver 
and the needy for a pair of sandals, 
and selling the sweepings of the wheat.”
	Amos 8:6

And then God, by way of Amos, says, “Surely I will never forget any of their deeds.” Sin. People did things that missed the mark. But those in authority must have looked the other way. The problem was not just a few individuals. It was all of Israel. In the liturgy we are using we have a prayer of confession in which we confess not only the sins we have committed, but the sins committed on our behalf. It would be nice just to blame Enron, Wall Street, and BP for corporate greed, but we cannot discount our complicity.

H. L. Mencken said,
[From our end of things] injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is justice.[footnoteRef:0] [0:  H.L. Mencken, Prejudices.
] 


While it is true that some people bring about their own misfortune with bad decisions, in recent years people were encouraged to buy houses they could not afford with mortgages that became a not-so-funny joke when the value of their houses fell to below the value of the mortgage. We encouraged debt to such a degree that people became desensitized to absurd rules and interest rates on credit cards. The house of cards became the house of pain. And so in our less than robust economy the hurt has fallen on everyone to some degree; but, as always, those already poor have suffered the most. Here are just three distressing facts.

·  At least 80% of humanity lives on less than $10 a day.Source 1

·  More than 80 percent of the world’s population lives in countries where income differentials are widening.Source 2

·  The poorest 40 percent of the world’s population accounts for 5 percent of global income. The richest 20 percent accounts for three-quarters of world income.Source 3


As a society we don’t seem to have improved much over the Israel described by Amos. Every week people come into my office seeking assistance for rent, a utility bill, medication. Some of their stories are fabrication, but there is in all of them a sense of desperation that is not a fabrication. My little discrectionary fund is but a drop in the bucket as a way of coping with the misery. What can we do beyond feeling bad? 

The Strategic Planning Team is going to take a look this fall at how St. George’s through its outreach programs is or is not “feeding God’s people” beyond the parish. How can we maximize our resources in the service of justice and peace? What can we do that is different from what other churches and service agencies do? Doing nothing would be a grave sin – the kind that in Amos’ world could cause an eclipse or….. an earthquake. Makes you think!

A socialist once came to see Andrew Carnegie and soon was railing against the injustice of Carnegie having so much money. In his view, wealth was meant to be divided equally. Carnegie asked his secretary for an assessment of everything he owned and at the same time looked up the figures on world population. He did a little arithmetic on a pad and then said to his secretary. "Give this gentleman l6 cents. That's his share of my wealth."[footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/j/justice.htm
] 


What does any of this gloomy prophecy have to do with this morning’s Gospel text? H is one connection. Jesus says to Martha, “There is need of only one thing and that is to do as Mary has done.” And that is to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen. And what does one hear when one sits at Jesus’ feet? One hears about justice for the poor by loving one’s neighbor.

We lean on what Jesus said to Peter, “Feed my sheep.”  Feed my people. And from the Baptismal Covenant: “Respect the dignity of every human being.” And then as Amos said in chapter five 
…let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 

The next time you go a farmers’ market think about Amos’s basket of summer fruit. There is an end to summer. 
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