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Introduction to the Scripture
The past few weeks, we’ve reading through bits of the prophet Amos, guided by a

conversation I had with the teens who will be traveling with me to The United Church of

Christ National Youth Event at the end of the month in Orlando. We’ve covered that maybe

the prophet Amos may be a bit on the nose… Amos prophecies in the midst of a wealthy,

divided kingdom… with increasingly distinct winners and losers in the marketplace, and in

the realm of justice.

Today, here’s another piece of a vision and prophecy of Amos… one that shows the way in

which Amos identifies and understands who God is… listen in, and think a little about who

you say God is.

Sermon
Every faith tradition has to wrestle with the identity of the holy. Who you say God is, and

how you perceive God is the first theological step in determining who humans are, and

should be. In this scripture, we heard a bit of a revolution for the people of Israel through

Amos.

So this conversation began with some young people in the shadow of a gunman in

Orlando, FL. The complexities of his identities and allegiances will probably never be
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untangled by the living, yet, it is clear that he wanted to use language that would align him

with a particular branch and faction of Islam.

This week, we are in the shadow of another attack in France, this time, in Nice. This time, a

man drove a truck through the festivities of Bastille Day, a day of celebration. Again, he is

claimed by a particular branch and faction of Islam.

And us? We are hearing from particular branches and factions of Christianity. We’re hearing

about it in our politics.

There is so much strife in this conflict, between these sons of Abraham: Jew, and Christian,

and Muslim. It is tempting to shut down and shut out. For some, we have quite simply

entered into religious war. For us?

I think we tend to want to remove religion, certainly remove God, from the conversation.

There is so much violence here, and we have had enough of those who would co-opt God

for their side of a fight. But, between Christians and Muslims, we make up more than half of

the world’s population, and we are both growing.

It is a tempting game to play— from religious traditions that have been around a while…

we who have found a comfortable—if not life-giving—place for ourselves

in an increasingly secular world.

See if you can replay this conversation with any players you’ve met:

“Religion has been the cause of more wars than anything else.”

“Not true!” We object, “Those wars were really about (land/politics/greed/oil), and

leaders used religion as an excuse for them.”

“Well done,” says the original speaker, “You’re right, religion isn’t actually important at

all!”

When we remove ourselves from conflict by waving away religion in conflicted situations,



we can hardly be surprised when we find that religion isn’t considered to have anything

worthy to say about what truly matters in life.

It’s the evangelical and social justice preacher, Jim Wallis, who famously said, “The answer

to bad theology isn’t no theology… it’s better theology.”

So, today, even in the midst of all of the intersections and complexity of global conflicts that

touch these situations and conflicts, I want to stand up for keeping this about God, actually.

Because if we can keep it about God, we might actually be able to align ourselves and our

values with the One we follow. I want us, with Amos’s help, to consider that all of us can do

better theology… and can find a way to unite ourselves more strongly, Christian and

Muslims of all stripes debate within our own traditions and with each other about the nature

of the God, how we apprehend God’s work or God’s desire in the world…

I tipped my hand before… I said the One we all follow.

In 2007, I was in seminary, taking systematic theology… which is sort of like Gross Anatomy

for theology. In that you come in hoping to make theology live, and sometimes you spend

a lot of time cutting up that hope until it smells a bit. It’s actually wondrous in the end… but

the getting there part… yeah. In the midst of that, the west received a letter: A Common

Word between Us and You [1] from a group of renowned theologians of Islam in Jordan.

Miroslav Volf, my professor, along with other theologians, responded. And this was really

something. Partly because Professor Volf is somewhat beloved between “factions” in

Christianity: he’s both respected as a theologian in the lofty heights of academia, and heard

as preaching voice in more evangelical corners. But also, Professor Volf comes from what

used to be called Yugoslavia. He has lived in the midst of a culture tearing itself apart across

a number of different lines, including these lines: between Islam and Christianity.

This response, well, it’s systematic theology. It is careful… but it is thorough. What started

out as a letter became a book, Allah: A Christian Response. In it, Volf sets out to lay the

barest foundation for future talks and reconciliation. He sets out to make one claim: we
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share exactly one thing in common: God. Actually, he manages to find a bunch more things

in common, partly because it’s hard for us humans to make claims about God directly… so

who we say God is, and how we approach God will tell us a lot about who God is. He gets

to four huge points… please, read the book, and spend time with it if you want to figure

out how it works.

1. God loves.

2. God is just.

3. God’s love encompasses God’s justice. [2]

4. Human beings should love their neighbors as themselves. [3]

It is not righteousness that ye turn your faces to the East and the West; but righteous is

he who believeth in God and the Last Day and the angels and the Scripture and the

prophets; and giveth wealth, for love of Him, to kinsfolk and to orphans and the needy

and the wayfarer and to those who ask, and to set slaves free… (Al-Baqarah 2:177)

It sounds a lot like Amos, who rejects all sorts of worship. He’s speaking to an Israel that

believes that God is always on their side… that their God is most concerned with Israelite

identity… but instead Amos points out the standard God is using:

Seek good and not evil,

that you may live;

and so the Lord, the God of hosts, will be with you,

just as you have said.

Hate evil and love good,

and establish justice in the gate;

it may be that the Lord, the God of hosts,

will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.

We are so quick to assume that God is for us, our team, our side. There is no more

dangerous person to quote than Abraham Lincoln… people love to attribute things to him

he never said, but I’ll throw it out there… we say that during the civil war, Lincoln
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responded to someone sure that God was on the side of the Union: “Sir, my concern is not

whether God is on our side; my greatest concern is to be on God’s side, for God is always

right.”

The gospel lesson that most often is paired with this reading from Amos is this:

A young man came to Jesus and said, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal

life? …I have kept all these commandments all my life.”

Jesus looked at him, and loved him, and said: “You lack only one thing. Go, sell all your

possessions, give money to the poor, then, come and follow me…”

And the man went away grieving, for he had many possessions.

I would guess that wealthy one went away grieving partly because he had assumed he

knew who God was: a creation of his own imagination who asked only for what was

comfortable for him to give… and didn’t ask him to connect his faith to those around him.

Yet, here we have it: God asking us to align ourselves with justice, with care for the poor,

defining “the people of God” as those who act for justice. What would the world look like if

we set that as the standard for our relationships across faiths?

Today, the idea that God, out of all of the ways that we might glimpse or grasp, envision or

invent God… might be more concerned with the justice of social structures and economics

than with correct ritual or observance continues to challenge adherents of Christianity and

Islam alike, but there are also huge portions of our traditions that do see God in the world

calling for “justice in the gate.”

So we have to join in, go out and proclaim the God that Jesus challenged that young man

with, the God Muhammad, PBUH, called, and the God Amos pointed to in the public

square… Go out and offer better theology… Go out and say without hesitation: Killing the

right people won’t get you God. Hating the right people won’t get you God. Keeping

yourself apart from or walled of from the right people won’t get you God… heck, it won’t

even get you safe.



Amos sees God anew: a God that is not tribal… that shows no partiality to chosen-ness as

any mark or identity other than those who choose righteousness. That’s the identity we can

claim. It connects us to the the One who made the Pleiades and Orion, who called out the

waters of the sea long before there was any of us, certainly before we had managed to

make an “us and them.”

I said I wanted to leave you with good news, so here it is. These are Amos’s final words on

God’s faithfulness, on the possibility and improbability of God’s work in the world:

The time is surely coming, says the Lord, when the one who ploughs shall overtake the

one who reaps, and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed; the mountains

shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it. I will restore the fortunes of my

people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; they shall plant

vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit.

I hope we make wide paths into and out of those gardens, that we might meet there

faithfully with all those who seek to act in love with the holy and the human. Amen.
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