At the Temple of the Kingdom—Amos 7:7-17


Amos has gotten himself into big trouble with the powers that be.  As far as Amaziah, the priest, is concerned, as far as Jeroboam, the king, is concerned, and probably as far as Amos, the herdsman and tree pruner, is concerned, it would have been better if Amos had kept his mouth shut, and left well enough alone.  Amos rocked the boat, so to speak, and thus brought upon himself the displeasure of those in charge and also, I’m sure, all those who thought the best way to maintain the peace was to keep quiet, lest anything worse happen.


I wish there had been more Amoses in my life, though.  In graduate school, I quickly learned what happened when someone inadvertently rocked the boat.  When I said something that was not entirely in keeping with the prevailing view, when I thought a thought that was out of harmony with the predominant values, I could feel the ranks closing against me.  After graduation, among my faculty colleagues, I sensed the same sort of power at work: the power that passes itself off as no power, because everyone in that little world thinks that way, because everyone shares the same values.  Of course, it’s not true: they do not all share the same values, and they do not all think alike, but those who do think differently, whose values do differ, have either learned when and how to stay silent, or else they are so high up in the power structure, that their place is secure:

they need fear no repercussions for failing to toe the party line.  Not so the Amoses.  Most of us are Amoses in that sense: we are not powerful people.


I’d like to tell you that seminary was different.  There was a lot of talk about valuing everybody’s voice, everybody’s view, right up to the moment when it became clear that that view, that voice, ran contrary to the prevailing, predominant view.  Then there was trouble.  It’s lonely to be in trouble.


You know, apart from a few bright periods, the history of God’s people has generally been a history of disobedience.  Even Moses, revered Moses, was at his wits’ end most of the time, trying to keep Israel on the path of faith.  By the time we get to Amos, it has been a couple of thousand years, give or take, since the days of Moses, and in that time, the faith Moses had tried to teach the people, to lead them in, had changed shape significantly.  I imagine it would have been difficult for Moses to recognize the faith he had taught Israel, even if there were some points of continuity.


The people had strayed.  They had made the faith into something about them.  They had reshaped the faith, over centuries, bit by bit, fashioning it into something to suit them.  When the priest of Bethel denounced Amos, he speaks of Bethel as “the king’s sanctuary” and as “a temple of the kingdom.”  Think about that for a moment, because Amaziah, the priest, is saying much more than he realizes, and God would have us hear those words carefully.

Amos has spoken offensively in the king’s sanctuary, has spoken against the kingdom—with its ways and values and goals—spoken against the kingdom in the midst of the “temple of the kingdom.”  Now you may remember Bethel from other places in Scripture.  It is an important location; outside of Jerusalem, Bethel is probably the most important religious site in ancient Israel.  In the period of the two kingdoms, when the land was split, when God’s people were divided, Bethel was the rival to Jerusalem.  So when Amaziah tells Amos to go to Judah and prophesy there, he is telling Amos to go take his enemy’s words down to share with the enemy, in Judah: “take your wrong words and your wrong thoughts with you down among those people, where you clearly belong!”


Only those words of Amos are God’s words, and if they are words against Israel, how much the worse for that kingdom, for Bethel, and for Amaziah.


Amaziah speaks of Bethel as a holy place.  “A temple of the kingdom.”  And in Jerusalem, brothers and sisters, there is also a temple.  In Jerusalem, there is a magnificent temple of . . . the kingdom?  No.  Of God.  In Jerusalem is the temple of God, where God is worshipped.  What, then, beloved, is worshipped at the temple of the kingdom there at Bethel?  What is worshipped there by Amaziah the priest’s own admission, by his own words?  The kingdom.  The kingdom, as though the current sociopolitical order were divine, as though the values and practices of the day were divinely ordered.


Herein is our enduring problem.  Herein is our very human problem.  When you survey the controversies that divide the Church today, the issues that are wearing away at the bonds of love, those too overburdend bonds, I believe you will see that these controversies are rooted in differing values, differing standards, differing measures.


What ought to be our standard?  The Bible.  Now, we can and also must say Christ, for apart from Christ the Bible is a book among other books, but without the Bible, we cannot know Christ.  Just as Moses brought God’s teaching, His Torah, to ancient Israel, so Christ brings God’s teaching to us, today.  We know that this teaching is life for us, for the one who brings it to us and gives it to us is life for us.  Christ is God’s Word.

We often hear the word, obedience, during our worship, often in our prayers.  I suppose that word can begin to sound a little obnoxious, for by nature most of us are not keen on obedience—when it comes to us.  We wouldn’t mind if others obeyed us: we’d probably like it, find it amusing, and eventually come to expect it.  But don’t ask us to obey someone else.  You see, we’re very good at making ourselves the standard, making ourselves the measure.


God knows all about that.  The Bible tells us all about that.  Amos tells us all about that.  Amos would rather not be a prophet.  He does not come from a school of prophets, as we heard about in our readings from 1 and 2 Kings.

He is a man of the land: a man who knows about animals and growing things.  And God gave him a word and directed him to go and speak it.  What did Amos do?  He obeyed.  That’s one of the differences between prophets and the rest of us: they obey—even if, as with Jonah, it takes a while.


This is the Word Amos has from God for those people who worship the current sociopolitical order, who worship the values of the times, who worship themselves in big letters, there at Bethel: “See, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel” (7:8b).  Now, my father has a plumb line in his steel Sears Craftsman toolbox, that’s probably about as old as I am.  I never played around with that plumb line much, but I guessed what it could do, what it was for.  Those of you who have built things also know what it is for: it measures straightness.  I guess, in builders’ language, a plumb line measures whether something is “true.”  In faith language, we might say a plumb line measures whether something—someone—is upright.  A plumb line can be used as construction gets underway.  A plumb line can be used during construction, to check and double-check the trueness, the straightness, the uprightness, of what is being built up.  And a plumb line can be used after construction, even long after, to determine whether what has been built is true, has remained true, has stayed straight, whether it continues to be upright.


What is God’s plumb line, beloved?  How does God measure the uprightness of what He is building?  Christ.  Sisters and brothers, when measured by Christ, all of us will always be found lacking.  We are all going off at every angle but a right angle, measured by Christ.  May this knowledge always grieve us.  In the midst of our grief over our own bent-ness, however, there is always also the fullest hope, as we have faith in Christ as our redeemer, the one for whose sake God will regard us as “straight,” or straight enough, anyway.


In this life, the powers that be will always impose themselves upon you—their views, their values.  In response, some will fully embrace these values—that’s the easiest way, after all.  Others, while they will not embrace those values, will remain silent about them—that’s most of us; that’s most people, always.  That’s not the easiest way, but it is an easier way.  Then, for the few, there is the prophet’s way.  That’s the way upon which God sent Amos; that’s the way upon which God sent His Incarnate Word.  That’s the way of difficulty.  That’s the way to which God is calling each of us; that’s the way of obedience, truth, uprightness.  Very few of us walk that way.  We’ve learned not to rock the boat.  We’ve learned to be silent in the face of the powers that be.  And whose victory is that?  And how do we witness to the one whom we call Lord, that way?

And to Jesus Christ, who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests of his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.
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