It’s All Politics, Lectionary 12, Amos 7:7-15, 7/12/15

Over the past few weeks we’ve had a series of lessons which are unified by their desire to show the power and sovereignty of Jesus.  We’ve seen healing miracles which reveal the power of Jesus over illness and death.  We’ve had seen an exorcism which proclaims Jesus’ power over the evil and demonic.  In the stilling of storm we saw Jesus command even the wind and waves.  And in Jesus’ confrontation with the scribes over interpretation of Sabbath laws we saw him refuse to be limited by narrow, legalistic religion.  Mark systematically demonstrates that there is no element of creation which is beyond Jesus’ influence and rule.

For the most part we welcome that bold assertion of Jesus’ sovereignty.  We like hearing that there is loving power which comes to us in dark times.  We like being freed from petty rules.  We find consolation in believing that when it feels like our fate is directed by capricious events, God’s loving hand is somehow on the tiller, if not guiding every event, at least redeeming them.
Today our lessons lift up something which may not be so easy to hear.  Both our gospel and our Old Testament lesson remind us that the claims of God and Christ extend also into the worlds of money, sex, and politics.  We are brought face to face with what scholars call the prophetic element of the biblical witness.

Several weeks ago Pope Francis issued an encyclical on climate change.  Most would agree that is it a blistering critique of humanity’s poor stewardship of creation and economic policy which sacrifices the poor and future generations to short term political expediency and profit.  Many applauded the teaching as long overdue, but not everyone.  One American politician (and I am not naming him because I want to emphasize that this is not about partisan politics) said, “I don't get economic policy from my bishops or my cardinal or my pope.  I think religion ought to be about making us better as people and less about things that end up getting in the political realm."

Now if he is saying, “We need the best information possible in making decisions and being a religious leader does not give you expertise in drafting the details of law,” I can agree.  But I don’t think that is what he meant.  This is the condescending attitude that says in essence, “Now you religious folks don’t worry your pretty little heads about the complexities of making money, laws, and policy. You go outside, be nice to one another, and let the grown ups worry about this.”  This is the fallacy that says it is possible to separate religion and politics.  In truth, everything that matters to us—family, money, sex, work—is inescapably tied up with politics.  Religion which makes no claim on our political decisions is like a cup of flat Pepsi or cheap, warm beer—insipid and not worth having.  To put it most baldly:  God has a claim on our politics and economics.
I suspect the last few minutes of this sermon have some folks squirming and perhaps a little upset.  Let me gently suggest that if you have a problem; it is not with me but with the Bible.  The Bible knows no separation between personal piety and corporate life.  It assumes that private faith manifests itself in public righteousness, that our prayers impact our policy.  
One of the recurring themes of Scripture is that the powerful strive to be free of any limits on their power and must constantly be reminded that all people, systems, and governments are finally accountable to God.  The great Jewish scholar Abraham Heschel observed that the role of the prophet in Israel was to remind the king “that his sovereignty was not unlimited, that over the king’s justice stood the justice of the Lord—an idea that frequently clashed with the [expediencies] of government.”  Which brings us to Amos in our first lesson.
First, a little history to set the stage. After the reign of Solomon, Israel divided into two kingdoms, Israel in the North and Judah in the South.  Amos is from Judah and he is proclaiming God’s judgment at Bethel in Israel.  So there are two big reasons why he not well received:  the message he brings and the fact that he is literally an outside agitator.  It’s bad enough that he announces judgment with no official credentials, but what really galls the powers that be is that he’s not even a local boy.  You can hear them commiserating with one another.  “He just doesn’t understand the way we do things around here.”
Based on Amos’ example, I want to lift up three things about the relationship of the prophet and social institutions.  First, the prophet is seldom popular because he lifts up things we do not want to hear.  

Several weeks ago I was talking with a man about the possibility of his seeking counseling for some painful issues.  At one point he said, “I can’t see how it would be helpful; they don’t know me, how can they help me?”  I suggested that this is precisely why counselors can be helpful.  They bring fresh eyes to a situation.

The gift of the prophet is the same as that of the counselor; she helps us see with new eyes.  If the world is going to our satisfaction, if the system is paying off for us, we would usually prefer NOT to see in a new way.  When Amos came to Bethel he proclaimed that yes, many were getting rich by the status quo—but many more were being crushed and impoverished.  That was not a word the king and his court really wanted to hear.  Likewise, it is incredibly hard for people with full stomachs and easy access to health care to hear the prophet’s word that the system is not working for many others.
Second, there is tension between religious passion and political institutions—and there should be.  One of the most striking speeches you will find in all scripture is Amaziah’s rebuke of 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 temple of the kingdom.”
What makes that speech amazing is its candor, its honesty, its willingness to say out loud what seldom gets said.  Bethel was supposed to be a shrine where Israel demonstrated its devotion to God, but Amaziah is crystal clear, “Listen Amos, the only function of religion around here is to support the state and give it a pious veneer of validity.  This shrine does not belong to God, it belongs to the king, and worship has one purpose in Israel:   to support the king. Any other religion is not welcome. So get on board or get gone!
We often speak of loving “god and country” as though those are the same thing.  But the witness of Scripture and history says differently.  I do not mean that governments are evil, far from it.  But there is always a desire by those in power to domesticate the gospel’s call for justice, to mute its call for forgiveness, to qualify with a thousand qualifiers, its opposition to violence.  There is an inescapable tension between our longing that God’s kingdom come and the compromises which governments inevitably make.  

Christians are called to be good citizens of the lands they inhabit, but when they love country more than God, love expediency more than Christ, they have become idolaters in the most precise sense of that word—They are giving to something less than God the obedience and devotion which belong only to God.
This single-minded devotion to God might easily result in its own version of oppression.  We can presume to we know the mind of god and refuse to compromise.  From Crusade, to Salem witch trials, to the terror of ISIS, the danger is obvious.  That is why it is critical that we use the right standard in determining our actions.

In our lesson Amos figuratively puts a plumb line to Israel and finds the nation lacking.  Like a crooked wall it has strayed from its center.  The key thing for us to notice is that Amos does not come out of left field with new demands; rather, he calls Israel back to the ideals and calling which it was supposed to already know.  “You are not the people you profess to be.  You are not people who live according to Torah.  You cheat.  You lie.  You play fast and loose with the faith you claim to embrace.”

The standard which we use in determining how we will be related to our government is not prissy political correctness; it is not free market theory, it is not any other ideology.  If we are Christians the plumb line we hold up to each decision is the life and witness of Jesus Christ.  Despite protestations to the contrary, it is just not that hard to know what kind of world God desires.  Jesus makes it very clear that the reign of God will bring an end to needless suffering, that anger will be swallowed up in mercy, that divisions will be healed and vengeance will give way to forgiveness and understanding.
We can say all those things are hard.  We can say they seem distant at times.  But we can not say that we do not know what God desires—or if we are Christians—that we do not have any responsibility to seek that future in our every phase of our lives, including our politics.

Some years ago our campus ministry group decided to have a series of programs on the burning topics of the day, issues such as capital punishment, abortion, and gay rights.  We were a politically diverse group and the discussions often devolved into angry shouting.  In an effort to turn down the heat, and trying to remember who we claimed to be as community of faith, we adopted a rule for those discussions.  Every statement had to be prefaced by “As a disciple of Jesus Christ and one who is seeking to follow him in everything”…and then you could offer your thoughts.   I wonder if that might not be phrase worth mentally repeating, even when—especially when—our political passions grow white hot.  

We are all called to be prophets, not in the sense of being angry and judgmental, but as persons charged with bearing witness to the reconciliation, mercy, and justice of Jesus.  May Christ be sovereign over every facet of our lives this week and every week.
