Sermon for Trinity 4. 13.07.25 St John and St Stephen’s Reading.

Plumb-lines and prophetic voices. how to keep God’s people on the straight and narrow.

Amos7:7 This js what he showed me: the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb-line, with a plumb-line in
his hand. 8 And the Lord said to me, ‘Amos, what do you see?’ And | said, ‘A plumb-line.” Then the Lord said,

‘See, | am setting a plumb-line
in the midst of my people Israel;
| will never again pass them by;
9the high places of Isaac shall be made desolate,
and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste,
and | will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.’

0Then Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent to King Jeroboam of Israel, saying, ‘Amos has conspired against you in the
very centre of the house of Israel; the land is not able to bear all his words. * For thus Amos has said,

“Jeroboam shall die by the sword,
and Israel must go into exile
away from his land.””

12 And Amaziah said to Amos, ‘O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy
there; ¥ but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.’

4Then Amos answered Amaziah, ‘1 am® no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but | am® a herdsman, and a dresser of
sycamore trees, ®and the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, “Go, prophesy to my
people Israel.”

Luke 10:25 ) st then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus.! ‘Teacher,” he said, ‘what must | do to inherit eternal life?’ 2 He
said to him, ‘What is written in the law? What do you read there?’ 2 He answered, ‘You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbour as
yourself.” 22 And he said to him, ‘You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”

29 Byt wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbour?’ 3° Jesus replied, ‘A man was going down
from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving
him half dead. 3 Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other
side. 32So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 3 But a Samaritan
while travelling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 3*He went to him and bandaged his
wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took
care of him. 3* The next day he took out two denarii,’” gave them to the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of him; and
when | come back, | will repay you whatever more you spend.” 3¢ Which of these three, do you think, was a
neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ 37 He said, ‘The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus
said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’

| wonder if, like me, you’ve ever felt embarrassed to belong to the Church? Or more specifically the
Anglican Church?

| came pretty near, around the time of the publication of the Makin report into the high-level cover
up of the sexual abuse scandals at Iwerne Minster camps — the report which led to the resignation
of the Archbishop of Canterbury.
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When you think about all the scandals down the years, whether sexual, monetary or
discriminatory, it might well lead you to be embarrassed to belong.

How do we keep the people of God on the straight and narrow? One thing they had in Old
Testament times was the prophets. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Amos — they all said the hard
things that the people of God did not want to hear. And they normally suffered for it. They stood
against the status quo, and against groupthink. It’s not an easy path to take. We might also add
John the Baptist to this list — the voice of one ‘crying in the wilderness’. When you’re crying in the
wilderness, that’s almost the very definition of no one listening.

Where are the prophets today? Where are the people who say the hard things that keep us on the
straight and narrow? Is it even possible to have a prophetic voice and to remain in the Church?
Every group has an identity and a status quo. Every group has a shadow side and those who call it
out are often on the edge of things. Being on the edge of things somehow gives them the ability to
see. They are seers.

Amos was from the margins. He did not even claim the title ‘prophet’. He was ‘a shepherd and a
dresser of sycamore trees’. This would be a sycamore fig tree, as mentioned in the story of
Zacchaeus, who climbed one to see Jesus. A dresser of these trees would prick the sycamore figs to
make them ripen properly, which would lead to a fruitful harvest.

If you remember, Jesus also came across a fig tree where the figs were not ripe when they should
have been, and in a prophetic act which seems somewhat peevish at first, he curses that tree. But
in this act he indicates that Israel was not ready to receive its Messiah when they should have
been.

So Amos did not come from a line of prophets. Instead God took him from his lowly arable
occupation and asked him to prophesy to the House of Israel, because they were going astray. The
Lord asked him an important question: ‘Amos, what do you see?’ Prophets are those who see, who
see through things to what’s actually going on, and who name it. Amos sees a plumb-line.

Has anyone here used a plumb-line? They are used in the building trade to make sure walls are
vertical, because this will ensure the strength and longevity of the building. In the vision of the
plumb-line Amos understands that God is measuring His people up against the good and true
behaviour they should have been exercising if they were aligned with God. But they are not aligned
with God; instead they are heading for national humiliation. Amos gives the warning. It does not go
down well. He is told straight away to go somewhere else.

In fact, the priest accuses him of rebellion in front of the king and then tells Amos: ‘O seer, go, flee
away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; but never again prophesy at
Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.’ He is basically saying ‘we
religious and powerful people do not want to hear your words — go back to obscurity where you
came from and leave us alone.” He says, in effect, ‘do not disturb the status quo’. And the priest
uses religious power and prestige to back his message up.

History would prove the message of Amos accurate, however.



There are parallels in the Gospel. The parable of the Good Samaritan has lost its power to shock
because instead of a hated race and enemies of God’s people, Samaritans are today a group of
kind and well-trained listeners who are at the end of a phone-line for anyone in desperate need. |
don’t know what to suggest instead, but you’ll need to supply the imaginative alternative yourself.

But this story is about more than the need to help others. It’s about who is a neighbour, if the
whole of the ten commandments can be summed up: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’. It's a
Lawyer who comes to Jesus with the question: ‘What must | do to inherit eternal life?’ Luke is clear
about his motivation: the Lawyer wanted to test Jesus and justify himself. | expect his worldview
went something like this: as God’s chosen people we know what is right and who is right, and we
know who our enemies are, and they are inferior to us because they don’t believe the right things.

The same assumption of the purity of his own collective is present, that we see in the priest who
expelled Amos.

Jesus, as we know, is a master story-teller. All the best stories take us from our present worldview
to somewhere else, and this is what happens with the story of the Good Samaritan, who unlike the
priest and the Levite, did not pass by, did not consider his purity more important than human
need, and who put himself out for a foreigner. He has pity on the man beaten by robbers. His
mercy towards the man transcends cultural and religious boundaries, just as Jesus’s actions often
did.

And Jesus ends the story with a question of his own: ‘which of these three, do you think, was a
neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ The Lawyer, who's seen the edifice
of his privilege tumble down in front of his eyes, and in public, cannot even bring himself to say:
‘the Samaritan’. ‘The one who showed mercy’, he replies. ‘Go and do likewise’, says Jesus. Mercy is
the heart of the Law. Mercy to the unjust, as well as the just. It’s what someone has called ‘the
scandalous nature of grace’.

So we can perhaps see why Amos and his plumb-line is paired with the story of the Good
Samaritan. In one, the plumb-line indicates God’s justice, in the other we see the plumb-line of
God’s mercy, and who sits crooked of it.

So we return to the earlier question: where are the prophetic voices today? Who is saying the hard
things in the Church of England, or in the Christian Church in general? Who is saying the hard
things in our context - even in this church?

The OT prophets were steeped in a long tradition of self-critique; one which makes the Jewish
Scriptures pretty unique. Unless a group finds the grace to critique itself, it cannot grow. The OT
prophets often sound angry; they lament. Prophetic words are difficult to hear, but also difficult to
deliver. There’s a difference between charity and prophecy.

Lots of you will remember Hamish Preston, a member of this church for many years, who passed
away in 2021. He knew the difference between charitable provision and prophetic words. His
constant message was that Christians are a lot better at offering kind solutions than asking hard
guestions.



Take the subject of foodbanks. The Church of England communications team often advertises that
local churches are in the forefront of offering foodbanks in the community. A lot fewer Christians,
however, are pointing out that it’s a scandal that we have to have foodbanks in the first place.
Running a foodbank is charitable: calling out the need for them is prophetic. There’s a difference.
It feels much more comfortable to offer charity than to be prophetic.

In the Church of England, the voice of Bishop Philip North can often be relied on to be prophetic. In
2021 he criticised the Church of England for pulling out of Estates ministry in the drive to stop
propping up so called ‘failing’ churches. In Dioceses where social deprivation is pronounced,
churches struggle to pay bills. The people that suffer most when the church pulls out of such areas,
because there’s no money to run the building, are the poor. Meanwhile, a lot of strategic funding
is being funnelled to churches that are ‘successful’ in mission. ‘If our vision is for a nation
transformed rather than an Institution propped up, we need to begin with the poor’.

Another voice is that of Guli Francis Deghani, Bishop of Chelmsford, who used her address at the
Festival of Preaching last year to call out the Church of England’s Vision and Strategy Process: ‘The
constant mantra that we must grow, that we are going to grow, if we follow the Strategy, the
deliberate setting of targets to increase the number of worshippers, the judging of a church’s
success according to its size — all this is putting undue pressure on clergy who are overstretched’. |
must admit, during a period when | was feeling rather tired, this did feel prophetic!

And thirdly, Steve Chalke, whose work in the rehabilitation of young offenders is finally being
noticed by various political groups. Nothing if not direct, he has spoken out for the need for
everyone to face up to the kind of societal culture we have produced in the UK that has caused an
epidemic of mental health crises amongst the young, and fed them into lives of exclusion from
education, and into lives of crime at very young ages. Look out for his voice!

Finally, to ask where are the prophetic voices for our church congregation seems like a risky thing
to do! | will instead leave you with three observations:
1. We do need critical voices to keep reforming us as a congregation.
2. They will likely be voices from those on the margins, those who do not feel part of the
‘critical mass’.
3. How will we hear those voices, and what might they be saying?



