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Thank you Maggie for bringing us that difficult reading from the book of Amos, one of the Old Testament prophets.
In planning the service I decided that we should at least provide some coverage of Amos because it only appears in the lectionary for three Sundays over the three year cycle. But it is a difficult reading and book.
Amos was the first prophet in the Bible whose message was recorded at length. He was originally a humble shepherd from a town in Judah, in the southern kingdom of Israel, and preached to the people of the northern kingdom of Israel about the middle of the eighth century BC. It is thought that his ministry was from 760-755 BC. The humble shepherd reminds us of other shepherds who have had important roles in the Bible, like David and the shepherds of Bethlehem.
At that time Israel was very prosperous, showed great religious piety and apparent security but Amos saw that the prosperity was limited to the wealthy – no different in a lot of cases to today – and the religious acts and security were not really real.
Amos’ prophecy was about destruction of the towns of the northern kingdom because God saw the people sinning again and again and so needed to act, to punish – a similar message to many of the prophets.
Amos had visions of a plague of locusts, a terrible fire, a plumb-line showing that the people were out of line like a wall, and in today’s reading, about a vision of a basket of fruit. There is another vision of terrible judgement following shaking of the buildings – so perhaps an earthquake.
The vision of the basket of fruit has been described in different ways. Our reading today calls it a basket of summer fruit (show basket of fruit) but a number of translations of the actual Hebrew word are that perhaps it was just a basket of produce or just any type of fruit. If it was summer fruit, then it might have included pomegranates, figs, and grapes. The New International Version reads “ripe fruit,” which probably captures the meaning more accurately and be in line with the tone of Amos.  Ripe fruit can look wonderful but has a short shelf life and soon decays—like the “dead bodies” mentioned in verse 3 that will soon decay.  The fruit is a metaphor for Israel—and both the fruit and Israel are living on borrowed time.  Both will soon reach the end of their brief lives— and will soon perish. Again the Hebrew word for fruit and end are both very similar. Sometimes looking at the fruit gives you a feeling of expectation of lovely tastes but when you open it, unpeel it, it is over-ripe, past its use date, or no longer appealing. (show mouldy fruit).
Translating Hebrew to English and then trying to fit it to today’s understandings results in lots of confusion. For example, the “ephah” (pronounced as e-fah) mentioned measures volume.  Estimates of the modern equivalent vary but being about 22 litres and the “shekel” is a word that means “to weigh.”  At that time in Israelite history, it probably refers to an amount of gold or silver—about 12gm.  Later, it will refer to a silver coin of approximately the same weight.
Like other prophetic judgment announcements, Amos today explains what the guilty party has done wrong and declares what will happen as a result. The guilty party in this case is merchants who sell grain. Their self-incriminating statements demonstrate religious hypocrisy, as they complain of lost profits from closing shop for religious festivals (such as  the “new moon” and “sabbath”). They also brazenly declare their intention to defraud their customers. Of course, it is unlikely that the merchants would have spoken so openly about their dishonesty and so the text is an illustration. Today we might compare it to news of Ponzi schemes or mortgage abuse.
In response, God threatens a variety of calamities that will affect not just the corrupt merchants but all of Israel, suggesting that the society at large bears responsibility for creating the circumstances in which such actions could prosper. 
Amos 8 brings many issues into focus for us and in the fraught world political climate the challenge is to not blunt the message. We all need the reminder to be concerned with those for whom God seems to have the most concern – the poor, disadvantaged, and marginalised.  This is a message the church needs, we need, to hear again and again. This fits in with today’s theme of balance – listening and responding. Amen.

