Sermon for 6th November 2011: Amos 5:18-24, Mt 25:1-13

Let’s pray: 

These are hard readings Lord, please grant us the help of your Spirit as we think about what you are wanting to say to us through them today. Amen. 

Well, as I just said, these are not easy readings! Both have quite a bit in common, not least their use of colourful picture language to encourage their hearer to imagine the final days of our world. 

Our Old Testament reading from Amos is particularly vivid. He says that final day will be ‘as though a man fled from a lion only to meet a bear, as though he entered his house and rested his hand on the wall only to have a snake bite him.’ (vs. 19) I must say that, as someone who has had an unfortunate encounter with nature recently, this reading felt quite meaningful to me! 

 - Last week on my day off, I pootled about for a while in my slippers planning what I was going to do with such a lovely day – perhaps go for a nice long walk, blow the cobwebs away. I got out my National Trust book and made a plan… then I went upstairs to get my socks and shoes on. I pulled on my socks and stood up, only to feel an incredible shooting pain in one of my toes. Rather than go away, the pain got more intense. I pulled off my sock, flinging it across the room – rather dramatically – and inspected my toe, which was now starting to turn a shade of red and purple and swelling noticeably. I turned accusingly to my sock, not being able to see anything threatening on the floor, and took it to the bathroom. When I turned it out over the bath a wasp fell out, looking rather sorry for himself I must say… Probably not a great day for him either, I suppose!

Now, although it isn’t as dramatic as fleeing from a lion only to meet a bear, or being bitten by a snake, I like to think that Amos would recognise the painful and unexpected turn my day had taken. Instead of a day of fun and anticipation, it was a day of vinegar (most effective) and hobbling about in pain! Amos is trying to warn Israel that the day that they think is going to bring them joy and affirmation is in fact going to be a day of dire judgement and recrimination. So much so, that he begins with the phrase ‘Woe to you’ – which is a funerary lament
 – the ‘day of the Lord’ is going to be more like their funeral than a wedding! Before they reach that day, things have to change. 

I’ve been reading Revelation in my morning Bible study notes and I must say, thinking about the end of the world is quite a challenge at the best of times, but especially first thing in the morning… And when we read the beginning of the Amos passage and our New Testament passage, it feels like we might be addressing the end of the world as we know it. However, for some reason whenever I’m contemplating the end of the world, whether it is over my cereal or watching a movie, it always seems to be way ahead in the future – a time that feels unfamiliar and alien. Yet, both of our readings are trying to instil in us a sense of urgency, to impress upon us that we need to think of the implications for Now. The day of the Lord could be today, and as such our lives as God’s followers should be shaped by that possibility in the present. There is no point making resolutions about the future, if we can’t make resolutions about today, otherwise, like Israel we might be found wanting. 

Amos refers to Israel’s worship, which we know from his account and other literary writings would have been a very sensory experience. The offerings were impressive to behold, and the fragrance and smoke would have filled the place of worship. Songs and instrumental music would have competed as well for that space. Their acts of worship would have been a powerful and moving experience I have no doubt, impressive and awe-inspiring. And yet, God says, ‘I despise your religious feasts’, I won’t accept your offerings, I won’t look at them or smell them and your songs are meaningless. Why? Because there is no justice or righteousness in the land – justice should ‘roll on like a river’ – and righteousness ‘like a never failing stream’. 

We know from news reports how unstoppable rivers and streams in full flow can be, how a whole landscape can be changed and shaped by water in flood. God longs for his people to be similarly shaped and changed by their passion for justice, which will grow from a trickle to a torrent. And we can see evidence of how justice does indeed gain pace in such a way, for example, in history, the abolition of slavery, and in the present, the Jubilee Debt Campaign and the growth of Fairtrade goods and practice.

Worship of God without a love of our neighbours that seeks justice for them is not only flawed, it is unacceptable to God. And yet he and we are the only ones who will know – our worship may look fine to everyone else, not just convincing, but even powerful and inspiring… however, if our lives and our hearts do not seek justice and righteousness for those less fortunate than ourselves, we might as well pack up and go home. As the famous passage on love in 1 Corinthians 13 reminds us, without active love, we are like a ‘clanging cymbal’ (vs. 1) – and worse, we are like a clanging cymbal which God won’t hear. 

A lovely friend gave me an interesting gift recently that I think illustrates this quite nicely. The gift is 99% chocolate. It is a fancy-pants make, so the quality of the chocolate is great, lovely and smooth, it smells fabulous and makes my mouth water… However, without sugar to bring life to the chocolate, eating it can leave a bitter taste in the mouth – it isn’t something to savour, with a sweetness to lighten the taste buds, instead it is something to get over and done with as quickly as possible. Interestingly though, it is something that kind of gets me over wanting any more chocolate for a while and so (perversely) I quite enjoy having it in the house! 

And so, not only will worship that does not put our words into action leave a bitter taste in the mouth of God, who had been hoping to savour it. Crucially, without the sweetness of grace and mercy, insincere worship will put people off, they won’t want to be around it any more.

The whole debacle of the protest at St Paul’s has reflected some of this issue. On the inside of St Paul’s, worship has returned to being the beautiful and awe-inspiring experience that it has always been across the years. Yet when that worship inside has been perceived to be at odds with those seeking justice for the poor outside, people have balked. Somehow, even in this post-Christian society, there is an understanding and an expectation that the church should have a voice that speaks on behalf of others. A voice that encourages us to dig deep even in times of hardship to provide for others, to be prepared to wrestle with difficult issues even when we struggle to understand, and a voice that call others to account. 

Dr. Rowan Williams spoke out this week, and rather than taking sides, I think he was grasping the opportunity to give voice to a practical way forward, to give clarity to some issues of justice. We may feel that we have nowhere near that kind of influence, but there are countless opportunities for us to get involved with areas of justice and righteousness, to write to our MPs, sign petitions, make good choices when purchasing goods, ask difficult questions of big corporations, and crucially to be interested in the issues, so that when ideas like the Robin Hood tax, and campaigns such as Stop the Traffik are highlighted, we can have an opinion. 

When the BBC commented on Rowan Williams’ statement they said the following: 

‘Dr Williams’ intervention is a reminder that the Church remains a movement of people dedicated to the poor, and not just a body of majestic stone temples such as St Paul’s.’

And they went on in the next breath to comment: 

‘He has his own history of living up to Christian principles – such as the time when as a young man he gave up space in his home to homeless people.’
 

That very comment indicates that even in the press there is a desire to see authentic worship demonstrated in our lives. Would people look at us as God’s people and say that we are a movement of people dedicated to the poor, and would they find that sweetened by the evidence of grace and justice in our lives? More importantly, when we come together on a Sunday, does God taste our worship and accept it as a sweet offering of lives dedicated to him, or is it just a bitter experience? Do our hearts need to change this morning? 

As part of our worship and response today, I would like to encourage you to try some of this chocolate as a physical reminder of what we’ve been thinking about. How mean – you’re thinking… however, I am nice enough to allow you to do so over coffee at the end!

Let’s pray… 

Lord, we bring our hearts before you this morning, knowing that only you and we know the truth. Where we need to be changed, would you gently rebuke us, and warm our hearts for the issues that break yours. And, please show us how we might be part of your river of justice and righteousness today. 

Forgive us Lord for when our own interests have left us focused solely on ourselves, and help us to mend our ways. Inspire and encourage us afresh we pray. 

In the name of Jesus, who will come again, Amen. 

Questions: 

Have you had a day recently that began with one set of expectations and ended up an entirely different way? Could you share that with the group?

Take a look at both these readings and spot the things that they have in common... Does identifying those commonalities help in understanding what they are saying? 

Do you think the complacency of Israel described in Amos can be identified in other religious gatherings? If so, in which ways?

Can you think of instances of justice which have grown from a trickle to a flood in which Christians have had a significant role? Are any of them particularly close to your heart? Do they give you hope for other aspects of justice?

Do you agree that 'Worship of God without a love of our neighbours that seeks justice for them is not only flawed, it is unacceptable to God'? What are the implications for us both individually, and as a Church?

How has the protest at St Paul's felt for you? Does it highlight the link between Church and justice? Or is it more of a distraction? 

Looking again at vs 24: How can we as Christians ensure that Justice will roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!

Are there issues of justice that you could consider getting involved in - perhaps there are folk in your group who could outline the campaigns below: 

The  Jubilee Debt campaign

Stop The Traffik

Fairtrade goods

Organic cotton goods 

The Robin Hood Tax
� See New International Biblical Commentary on the Minor Prophets by Elizabeth Achtemeier (2005) pg. 210


� http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-15567206
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