A basket of ripe fruit (Amos 8 1-12)

So, another week and another chapter of Amos. It’s a bit like buses you wait for ages and none
come along and then two come together. | not sure this analogy stacks up because these words
are maybe not welcome or something we are waiting to hear.

Last week Claire shared her thoughts about the plumbline, how to keep God’s people on the
straight and narrow, the ability, need and willingness to listen to critical voices, especially those

from people on the margins and, what might they be saying to us.

This week; a basket of ripe fruit. The same question from God to Amos. “What do you see
Amos... a basket of ripe fruit”

Ripe fruit, may make you think of summer, long evenings, cool drinks and strawberries and
cream. Or maybe harvest, the time of year when crops are ripe and ready to be gathered.

But this is not the case here. “The time is ripe for my people Israel; | will spare them no longer. In
that day declares the Sovereign Lord, “the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. Many, many
bodies - flung everywhere! Silence!

Hear this, you who trample the needy and do away with the poor of the land”
This is about impending judgement, God’s justice and about integrity.

If you add the major prophets, we have sixteen books contained in Scripture calling out
powerful and influential people’s oppression of others. To overlook such a volume of text is
tantamount to our sticking our fingers in our ears and refusing to listen to God. So, something to
take notice of and keep in mind.

The book of Amos and of the other prophets make it very clear that God cares about justice.
God will uphold the needy. God will stand with the oppressed and if we fail to share that divine
sense of justice and injustice, then there will be hell to pay.

The prophet Amos delivered a scathing message to the Israelites about their total disregard for
the poor and needy in the land. The people in positions of authority and power only looked on
the less fortunate as commodities — as pawns to be taken advantage of for the benefit of the rich
merchants.

Because the wealthy never took the time to listen to the poor, God would not listen to them.
Judgment was coming, and it would not go so well for the power brokers of society who only
thought of their business and squeezing others for more money.

Few people rush to have poor people as their friends. Our relationships are often on a
transactional basis, what’s in it for me? And it seems, that they, the poor, have nothing to give
us! Those in poverty are often overlooked and disregarded. Either they are ignored altogether or
are given hand-outs and services without ever having any significant human contact. Even when
there is help, it comes from a distance, maybe thinking that providing money is enough.

In other words, a lot of people rarely take the time to listen and get to know the real face of
poverty.



God shows such solidarity with the poor that to ignore them is to ignore him. No matter our
financial picture and outlook, every one of us can grace those in need with the gift of time and
listening. Forin doing so we might just be listening to the voice of God.

On a personal note. Over the years | have often been envious of my wife who seems to have the
knack, the emotional resources and the time to be alongside people who are in need of support.
She is so much better at it than me and seems to effortlessly carry this with her into her work
with Communicare where she will meet people at the very bottom of the pile and in dire need
and will give them the time and dignity they need and deserve.

But this is to my detriment | cannot rely on Sara’s gifts and work, the responsibility for justice
and giving the gift of time etc. is for everyone and not just a few.

Perhaps some scripture references that might help reflection.

Those who give to the poor will lack nothing, but those who turn a blind eye will be greatly
cursed. (Proverbs 28:27)

Give your food to the hungry and care for the homeless. Then your light will shine in the dark;
your darkest hour will be like the noonday sun. (Isaiah 58:10)

If we are rich and see others in need, yet close our hearts against them, how can we claim that
we love God? My children, our love should not be just words and talk; it must be true love, which
shows jtself in action. (1 John 3:17-18)

So much for things on an individual level but what about what we see and hear with a frightening
regularity in the world at large? | believe an honest hearing of the prophet Amos would change
the world. I’'m not talking about angry ranting which works people into a frenzy of fear and
suspicion. | am referring to giving Amos a serious hearing, grieving and lamenting where things
are askew.

Brian McClaren in his book Everything must change has a section which he entitles The
Prosperity System and his first chapter of that section is Capitalism as God and perhaps, tongue
in cheek; or not; has said this, (with a few edits/deletions from me to de-Americanise it.)

Then Capitalism spoke all these words:

I am Capitalism your God who brought you from poverty and a mere speck on the map to being
the greatest empire on earth. You shall have no other gods before me.

You shall not think up for yourself a god that disagrees with me, whether he is one who disagrees
with the free-market, laissez faire economics, the desire to be filthy rich, or any other of my
values. You shall not bow down and worship them; for I, Capitalism your god, am a jealous god,
punishing the lazy and those who can’t help themselves with generational poverty, but showing
kindness to all those who work hard and dedicate themselves to the pursuit of money and
power.

You shall not slander my name in any way. If you question me, | will make sure that you are
embarrassed and thrown out of our business circles—-doomed to mail rooms and cleaning
toilets.

Never stop working...not for anything. Some people believe in rest. But the days are not yours,
they belong to the market. And if you think that you can make it in this world, then rest assured,
you will never rest. For by hard work and labour, the industrial revolution, the technological
revolution were created.



Take advantage of whoever you want—even if it’s your father and mother. This is the only way you
will prosper.

You shall not murder-that’s illegal-but anything else is fair game. You can slander, defame, and
threaten anyone that gets in your way. That is the only way to the top.

You shall not steal. Well, at least don’t commit accounting fraud or embezzle, but don’t worry
about stealing from neighbouring countries by using their cheap labour. After all, that’s my spirit
of Global Economics.

Be prepared to misrepresent your competitor. It can be a problem when you attack a fellow
employee (at least publicly), but that can sometimes be advantageous too. But always paint
your competitor as incompetent, selfish, and below you. Lie if you have to, do what you need to
succeed.

Covet everything. Covet your neighbour’s house, cars, and everything else that he has. After all,
the world is yours for the taking.

This seemed to me to be the modern-day equivalent to what Amos was speaking against and
that God had pronounced his judgement on.

And. All that runs contrary to Jesus’s framing story of the kingdom of God and that we are called
to live differently; to live from a position of love; to be inspired to perform good deeds for the
common good and especially for the poor and marginalised.

To live from a position of gratitude and to share what we have be that material things, time or
listening. Think of the feeding of the 5000 (Mark 6 v30-44) what was Jesus doing and trying to
teach the disciples? Was it to be in awe at the miracle or was it compassion for those who were
hungry and to understand the sufficiency of God’s grace and provision?

And. To seek justice, not in a competitive way so that someone has to lose but seek first the
kingdom of God and his justice so that all else will follow and flow from that.

To live in freedom, by us all joining together, coming with our gifts and skills, to build a better
community.

So maybe this is where the link to the gospel reading is. Perhaps more difficult to discern this
week.

Which way of living are we going to choose? Are we going to be like Martha stressing over all the
things that need to be done. Perhaps feeling hard done by about being left to do all the
preparations; and her complaining. Or are we going to be like Mary sitting, loving; listening;
learning; thinking about the hard questions.

What is our priority, where is our focus? To spend time at Jesus feet?

The more time we spend at His feet, the easier it is to make sure we have the right priority in life.
The larger He gets in our eyes, the smaller other things seem to become.

Where ever we are we need to start from this place of stillness before the Lord and then live as
we ought.

Amen



