A Summer of Prophet Sharing – Amos 8, When the Fruit Spoils

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe
A priest and pastor from the local parishes are standing by the side of the road holding up a sign that reads, “The End is Near! Turn yourself around now before it’s too late!” They planned to hold up the sign to each passing car. “Leave us alone you religious nuts!” yelled the first driver as he sped by. From around the curve they heard screeching tires and a big splash. The pastor leaned over to the priest and said, “Do you think instead we should just put up a sign that says ‘Bridge Out’?” 

This summer we have been preaching through the prophets, and if any of them fits the stereotype of doom and gloom it is Amos. Out of nine chapters in his little book only five verses could be considered to be good news. The rest of the book is warning that the end was near if ancient Israel didn’t change its ways. Amos had a series of visions, signs of impending doom. Last week Pastor Paul talked about one of those visions-  the God’s plumb line. In today’s reading Amos saw a vision of summer fruit. It was a play on words in the original language. The word for summer fruit is qayits, and the word for end is qets. Picture in your mind a bowl of ripe delicious succulent fruit. You enjoy its benefits for a time, but you know that the harvest will soon come to an end. 
I imagine that many of you have gardens and you are starting to enjoy some of its fruits. There’s nothing better than fresh sweet corn, or vine ripened tomatoes. One of the highlights of the summer for me is when that first crop of Colorado peaches arrives at Ace Hardware. We usually get a couple slugs of peaches a few weeks apart. They are so sweet and juicy. They never seem to last long enough for us to freeze or can them. And soon they are gone and we wait another year. The end of the harvest has come. 
Amos saw a bowl of delicious summer fruit. This southern lay preacher from Judah was giving his doom and gloom sermons up north in the country of Israel at a time when there was great prosperity. Like that bowl of juicy summer fruit, Israel’s future was looking good to the Israelites. But God gave Amos a different vision of the true condition of Israel. Amos’ message was harsh and foreboding -- the end was near for Israel because it didn’t take care of the poor in their midst. “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land.” 

You know, I have the impression that when many people think about the prophets, they think of cranky old men who stare into crystal balls and make predictions about the distant future. If you’ve heard any of these sermons on the prophets this summer, I hope you are getting a different impression. The prophets were the political and social critics of their day. They spoke an inconvenient truth to those in power. And if they predicted the future, it was only to warn the nation of the consequences if they didn’t change their ways. Let’s read again what Amos said:
“Listen to this, you who rob the poor and trample down the needy! You can’t wait for the Sabbath day to be over and the religious festivals to end so you can get back to cheating the helpless. You measure out grain with dishonest measures and cheat the buyer with dishonest scales. And you mix the grain you sell with chaff swept from the floor. Then you enslave poor people for one piece of silver or a pair of sandals.” (Amos 8:4-8 New Living Translation)

In his book, Hunger for Justice, author Jack Nelson Pallmeyer explains the social conditions Amos was denouncing. It was a society where the rich were getting richer and the poor were getting poorer. Those who had control over the economy were able to use their position to acquire the land of poor rural farmers. Foreclosure on debts was a powerful tool of oppression. Those who used to own the land now had to farm it for rich absentee landlords. Those who didn’t stay and farm migrated to the cities, where they were exploited by wealthy merchants. Whereas farmers used to grow their own food, now they were forced to grow crops for sale to the rich, because that’s where the money was. The merchants were so hungry for profits they resented the Sabbath and religious holidays when they had to close their businesses. There was corruption and cheating going on at all levels. And the result was a permanent class of people locked into a poverty that benefited those in power.
When I shared some of this with our Tuesday morning Men’s Bible study group someone said, “So what’s changed?” It’s hard to hear this and not make some connections to our world today. What would Amos say if he were living today? He might have a lot to say, but I think the most important thing he would say is the need to practice justice, especially toward those who are poor. God has a special concern for those at the bottom of the social ladder, and when the poor are taken advantage of, when there is greed and corruption at all levels of society, then that society cannot long endure. It sows the seeds of its own destruction. When that happens, Amos said, the land trembles. The end is near. Those who ignore justice and fail to practice the Golden Rule, will in the end reap what they have sown. And it won’t be summer fruit. 

That works on a societal level and it works on a personal level too. Have you ever had someone give you a warning? Maybe a teacher or a school counselor, a police officer or a judge, an employer or a parent. There are times when we are on the wrong path in life, we need someone to speak the truth to us and warn us of the consequences. It is a form of love. Some call it tough love. 

Amos saw a bleak end for Israel. And it came to pass in 722 BC when the nation was destroyed by the Assyrians. But Amos ended his prophecy with some words of hope and promise, good news that God would restore their fortunes. Amos could never have guessed how God would do that, by sending his son Jesus to bear the world’s sins in his body, hanging on the cross like spoiled fruit. Matthew’s gospel tells us that the land trembled when Jesus died. But in his death and resurrection redemption is offered, sins are forgiven, a new start offered and a new way of living and a new commandment to love one another. 
