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Amos 8:4-7; 1Timothy 2:1-8; Luke 16:1-13; Psalm 113, Praise Our God who lifts up the poor.  


This afternoon we heard the words of the prophet Amos, spoken nearly 800 years before Christ. Like many persons living in the world today, Amos needed more than one job to sustain himself. So in his first job, he was a sheep herder. And in his second job, Amos was a seasonal worker in a mulberry field. In that field, Amos’ backbreaking job was to find and puncture each individual mulberry so that the fruit would sweeten up faster. Amos understood first-hand  the hard labor involved in herding sheep and dressing mulberry bushes for a wage that gave him a barely sustainable life in his village. Amos understood grinding poverty. Amos understood that things were not the way God desired them to be, So when he heard the God’s call to prophesy to the wealthy in Israel, Amos was only too willing to answer that call. Much like Bernie Sanders in our day, Amos was only too ready to take on the  top 1% of his day!


Interestingly enough, though, Amos didn’t seem to mind so much that there were rich people and poor people. His anger was aroused at the hypocrisy of it all. In Amos’ society, the rich seemed to remember only the cultic aspects of their relationship with God. They would follow the letter of the law in terms of what they were forbidden to do  on the Sabbath or during the Full Moon or any of the other religious feasts laid out in the Torah. But as soon as those feasts had passed, the rich would revert to business practices that – in the words of the psalm we prayed today – were intended to keep the poor in the dust and the needy on the dunghill.    


So the harsh words we heard from Amos today were not an indictment of being  rich. Bill and Melinda Gates are rich. Warren Buffet is rich. Mark Zuckerberg is rich.  Some of us know Tom & Kitty Stoner who founded the TKF Foundation; Tom & Kitty are rich. Rich is not the problem; hypocrisy is the problem. Pretending to love God through displays of obedience to the law, while excluding God’s children from even the resources to make a decent living – that’s the problem. And that’s why Amos put words into God’s mouth when he had God say, in our reading today, I will never forget a single thing you have done. There were bleak prospects for peace and justice in Amos’ day.

So fast forward now some 2800 years later to September 21, 2016. On Wednesday this week, we will commemorate a meeting in 1981, when 193 member states in the United Nations agreed to celebrate September 21 annually as an International Day of Peace. We will also remember that in  2001, these same 193 nations established 17 sustainable development goals  to be achieved worldwide by the year 2030. Full attainment of those goals will eliminate poverty and  assure world peace. And those goals are what we celebrate on International Peace Day 2016, September 21, 2016.
Since 2001, 193 nation states have maintained their commitment to work together toward the end of poverty in all its forms by 2030. Every year, these 193 nation states have recommitted themselves to ensuring adequate food, nutrition, water, sanitation, shelter, health care, education, gender equity and the empowerment of girls & women. Every year, these nations have deepened their resolve to work together to preserve our natural resources, especially our oceans and seas, to develop sustainable energy, and to reduce inequalities among all nations of the world. Every year, these 193 nation states have re-dedicated themselves to addressing the issue of global climate change.  
We have only 14 left years until 2030, and there is still much work to do. We know that 193 nation states don’t represent all nations and all economies in the world. We know that even Jesus says that the poor will always be with us. But at least an international  commitment to world peace has been made, and is renewed every year on September 21. It might not always seem that way, but truly --  we’ve come a long way from the time of the prophet Amos. The People of God have developed over the past 2800 years, and hope assures us we will continue to develop through 2030 and beyond.
This Wednesday, we’d do well to pray the words of our entrance song for today:

O God of every nation, of every race and land,

redeem your whole creation with your almighty hand.

Where hate and fear divide us, and bitter threats are hurled,

In love and mercy guide us, and heal our strife-torn world.
From search of wealth and power, and scorn of truth and right,

from trust in bombs that shower destruction through the night,

from pride of race and station and blindness to your way

deliver every nation, Eternal God we pray.


September 21 is a day to remember that as difficult as things in our world might continue to be, God still hears  our cries for worldwide peace,  and works through us to make that peace.


The author of Paul’s letter to Timothy says that if we want peace, we should offer petitions, intercessions and thanksgivings, especially for those in authority, that we might be able to live godly and reverent lives in peace and quiet. In other words, we should  pray. Pray not for this leader and against that one, not for this candidate to win and the other to lose … but pray for all who would be leaders, that the grace of God and the spirit of peace might enter their lives and permeate all their actions for the good. This is a tall order, especially during this election season of unprecedented rancor and incivility. But Paul is unequivocal  when he says This is the right thing to do! It pleases God who wants everyone to be saved and reach the full knowledge of the truth. So as our part in bringing peace, we can pray … for Donald … for Hillary … for Melania … for Bill … for Chelsea … for Ivanka …  for those left, right, and in the middle. We pray that the compassion and mercy of God permeate their lives and touch their hearts. Prayer is peace work.


Like the steward in Luke’s Gospel, we cc an set our sights on what we believe to be right, and move quickly to make it happen.  We might not agree with all that the steward in today’s Gospel did, but Jesus sets him before us as a model of prudence, problem-solving, and single-mindedness. Jesus reprimands us, the children of the light, for not being as astute as the children of the darkness in birthing the world of peace we say we believe God wants us to co-create. Jesus tells us very bluntly that we can’t  sit on the fence. In his words, we can’t have two superiors. We can’t worship both God and what we used to call Mammon, another word for anything not-of-God. We can’t be lazy or lose our focus in our pursuit of peace and justice. Action and advocacy are peace work. 

So today, Amos invites us to value our covenant over our cult, relationships over ritual requirements, to be people of integrity as we work toward justice in the world.  Paul invites us to pray for all our leaders, and Jesus invites us to an active and  prudent single-heartedness as a way to bring peace into the world. Make peace your singular goal, then work toward it. 
How? I can’t answer that for everyone in the room. But I do know that September 21 would be a pretty good day to pray for discernment There are, after all, 17 sustainable development goals laid out for us by the United Nations. Surely each of us can find our call in working toward at least one of them..
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