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Introduction to the Scripture
Today, we’re going to start what will be a series of readings from the prophet

Amos in the coming weeks. In talking with our teenagers who are traveling to

our United Church of Christ National Youth Event in Orlando, we noticed the

powerful prophetic speakers—young and old—that will be there. So I thought

we’d take a walk with Amos, one of our earliest prophets… I’ll go ahead and

call him a founding father of the prophetic tradition because I’m as subtle as a

brick. In the coming weeks, I’m going to talk about some of the issues our

youth have lifted up as topics they think the church has a prophetic role in.

So who were these prophets, and who is Amos?

Amos’s ministry of proclamation ministry, about 750 years before Jesus was in

the time of the divided Kingdoms of Israel and Judah left in the wake of the

famous Kings we would often think of, David and Solomon. What does that

mean for us? Two things:

1) Amos was a prophet in times of great economic inequality and division,

coming from almost nothing himself.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Amos+7:7-15


2) He lived and preached in a time when church and state were one, and

priestly ritual often bulwarked the policies and practices of the Kings of Israel

and of Judah.

Today we’ll hear both a vision of Amos, as well as a rare bit of narrative injected

into the midst of the visions: an encounter between Amos and a priest, which

is to say in this day and age: a royal employee.

After the scripture we’ll sing one of our great patriotic hymns… but pay

attention! We usually only sing the first verse of this one… We know about

amber waves of grain and purple mountains and all that, but as you sing

deeper into the hymn… listen for how the text calls out the most amazing gift

for a people, the gift of continuously working towards a more right relationship

with each other, and with God.

Sermon
I love the image of the plumb line, the simplest technology—gravity, a weight,

and a string—for figuring out if what you’ve built is going to stand…. or if

maybe you could stand to build again. Amos’s vision of God’s measuring the

divided kingdoms is beautiful and stark and simple. And so: “…Amaziah said

to Amos, ‘O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah… never again prophecy at

Bethel, it is the King’s sanctuary…’” In case you missed it, this was not the first,

but it sure was an early time someone just got called unpatriotic for criticizing

the powers that be.

When the Bible talks about prophets, it’s always important to remember that

we’re not talking about fortune-tellers, but truth tellers. Prophets tell more



about God’s vision for what should be than they do time’s projection of what

will be. Amos tells Israel that they’re not measuring up, they’re not plumb, not

level in God’s vision of justice. As a result, bad times are coming. This is how

you know it isn’t about fortune telling. Saying something bad is gonna happen

to Israel in the bible is like predicting that we’ll have snow this coming winter.

You get no fortune telling points. It’s the why that matters to Amos here.

We’ll read more of Amos in the weeks to come, but on this day, I wanted to

read the plumb-line vision because you know what’s great about a plumb line?

It means you get another chance to fix things. You get another go, another

draft, another turn to come out right. It doesn’t mean that it won’t take work,

and that work won’t hurt, but you get to build again with God’s level vision at

the center. Amaziah dismisses Amos for his vision and his criticism of the king,

but only because it seems like the conversation is over. King bad, Amos good

OR Amos bad, King good.

I’ve been wondering a lot about revision. Revision-ing. And what it means to

be faithful, and to be a citizen, this week. We sang today through all the

complexity: of ancestors who “crossed the wilderness” (other people’s land)

and that God might mend our every flaw.

Citizenship has really been experiencing a renaissance of late. We are all about

a few period costume pieces away from re-joining the Revolutionary War, it

seems. You need look no further than Hamilton: An American Musical to see

this lived out. Hamilton’s creator Lin Manuel Miranda has created a

quintessential American artwork. A blend of musical theater and other musical

styles, history, and a true beauty of American diversity: seeing our founding



fathers through the lens of people as diverse as we are. You can get pretty

much the entire show on CD or online… seriously, listen to it.

I’ve been taken by how much all this excitement around this show underlines

about our country, and the faith and philosophies of those who we hold up as

its heroes, and how they view that seemingly (these days) un-American

practice, re-visioning. Not surprisingly if you know anything about Alexander

Hamilton, the musical focuses in the relationship between the famous orphan

duelists who will end the show, and Hamilton’s life: Hamilton, and Aaron Burr.

This is your late rung SPOILER ALERT.

Hamilton, the young survivor of a mother who died of disease and poverty in

the Caribbean, and a father who could never claim him officially as a son, and

then survivor of an actual storm that nearly wiped out his community is flooded

with a deep sense of purpose. Hamilton sounds like Elie Wiesel, who we are

remembering this week:

“If I survived, it must be for some reason,” he told The New York Times in an

interview in 1981. “I must do something with my life. It is too serious to play

games with anymore, because in my place, someone else could have been

saved. And so I speak for that person. On the other hand, I know I cannot.” [1]

To Hamilton, people have purpose, and promise to fulfil it. In other words, he

has a shot—in life—he is not throwing away. He thrives off his natural ability with

the word. In the musical, we see him in dueling rap battles as words spring

free-form to describe his ideals and visions and ambitions both for his young,

scrappy, and hungry self, and country. In history, Hamilton was much the same,
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a vicious and quick essayist and debater, writer of 51 of 85 Federalist Papers,

vast and sweeping tombs of reports and administrative details on

manufacturing and the econimic system of structured debt and capital he

created.

In today’s political terms, he “said what he meant.” And he meant a lot. He was

a person who seemed to thrive on first drafts, on trusting that his first instinct

was the right one. Those instincts led him to great heights, but they also led us

to a two party system at war with itself, political exile, and his affair, a public

admition of it, and our country’s first political sex scandal. Even when he did

evolve, he tried to bury the evidence: Hamilton spent ages of his life trying to

bury the fact that he was first in favor of an inherited presidency, then a life-

time appointment presidency, then the most significant contributer to

President Washington’s Farewell Address.

Aaron Burr was of a wealthy and powerful family, though his parents died at an

early age. He was the grandson of our tradition’s own famous preacher,

Jonathan Edwards, (so, if you think you’ve had to do some work to get out

from under religion from your family… trying being young Mr. “Sinner in the

Hand of an Angry God” the 3rd.) Though he was voracious in his reading and

learning, Burr showed very little interest in philosophical or moral imperatives.

Rather than being filled with purpose from the deaths that orphaned him,

musical Burr is filled with the dread of a world without purpose. He is the one

thing in life he can control, so he lingers and hides from over committing

himself. Hamilton sneers that he stands for nothing, so what will he fall for? In

life, Burr stayed said little and wrote even less, fearing that anything written



down would commit him to something he was no longer willing to back.

By the end? Hamilton’s life and faith were changed, learning from being

humbled, from the loss of a child, and from the grace and love he found in his

wife Eliza, even after his affair, he espoused a life and faith that could be

corrected, rewritten, and righted. Burr, changed by his experience of watching

Hamilton’s rise, over-committed himself at last, bested by Thomas Jefferson in

the election of 1800. No longer capable of imagining a revision, another

chance, another life, he is drawn inescapably to the duel with Hamilton, to

become as he sings, “the villain in our history.”

It is easy for us, their inheritors, both as a nation and as individuals to fall into

their twin traps of first drafts: either too assured that we have always, are, and

will be right… or terrorized and hardened by the paralysis of being wrong, and

un-right-able. There’s a moment of grace that I would commend to you

though. In the middle of the musical, these two orphaned men sing to their

new born children… it is the perfect meeting point in their trajectories as they

suddenly become more willing both to stand for something, and to admit the

errors along the way. If only they could have lingered in that moment. Or,

perhaps they did…

Because here we are: America, some notes at the beginning of a song, the

great unfinished symphony… as Hamilton calls it.

Amos points to God’s plumb-line, showing all the jagged edges and off-

kiltered reality of Israel in his time. Amaziah casts him out, and Amos departs.

Imagine the faithful citizenship, and faith that might have lingered instead.



We, as people of the Jesus movement, get this. We know that when Jesus talks

about repentance, it’s not about rending our garments and being paralyzed by

guilt or shame, it’s about turning around and heading in the right direction

towards God’s vision. Coming back to a table to be reminded and re-

membered, of how connected we are to each other, of how the push and pull

of life and learning together kneads together life into more life… into bread…

into hope.

I hope that’s the view of ourselves and of our faith that we carry with us into our

citizenship and our celebrations this July 4th. We are under revision, as we

always have been, as we strive to stand for something, and rely on God’s grace

to give us strength and visions to strive to pull ourselves level as we realize

where we have fallen out of plumb.

Children of God, citizens, all of us… may we look for the plumb lines, and be

unafraid to start again, revise again, make new again. Amen.



1. http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/03/world/europe/elie-wiesel-auschwitz-
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