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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

Today we are going to look at the lives of three prophets.  And our first prophet will be Amos….an Old Testament prophet to whom I have a special connection.  Way back when I was taking Hebrew at the University of Iowa, the Book of Amos was the first Old Testament book I ever translated.

In our First Reading today we are told just a smidgeon about how God had called Amos to be a prophet.  It comes toward the end of our reading where the priest of Bethel, Amaziah, is sick and tired of Amos’ prophesying and he wants him to go back home to Judah.  “Earn your bread there,” Amaziah says to him.

“Oh,” Amos responds, “you think I’m a professional prophet….that I earn my living by being a prophet?  No way!  I’m just a simple shepherd and a trimmer of sycamore trees.  But the Lord called me from my usual work and told me to go north to the people of Israel and prophesy there.”

Do you see?  Amos was an ordinary guy, a common person who worked at his job just like you work at yours.  Until one day God called him out of his ordinariness and gave him a Word to speak to the people of Israel.  It was God’s own Word, a harsh word, a word of judgment; and Amos trembled to speak it, but speak it he did.

And at first the people listened.  They listened because God’s harsh word of judgment was first spoken against their neighboring countries:  Syria, Tyre, Edom, the Ammonites, the Moabites.  “Right on, Amos!  Preach that harsh word!  They all certainly deserve it!”

But the cheering stopped when God’s harsh Word, spoken through Amos, came crashing down on their own heads.  Amos spoke:

Thus says the Lord:  For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because they sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of shoes…they trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and turn aside the way of the afflicted.

The people stopped up their ears; they refused to listen to Amos.  They tried to shut him up.  That’s what Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, is trying to do in our First Reading today.  Amaziah calls Amos an “outside agitator”:  “Go back home to Judah, where you came from,” Amaziah advises, “but never again prophesy here in the sanctuary of Bethel.”

But Amos could not have stopped speaking even if he had wanted to.  The Word of God within him was so powerful that it just came tumbling out:  “You merchants of Israel, you can hardly wait until the Sabbath is over so that you can open up your shops and swindle the poor who buy from you.  The wheat you sell is mixed with chaff, your weighing scales cheat the people.  And if someone is unable to pay their debt to you, you sell them as slaves just so that you can have your money.”

Amos is quite a prophet, isn’t he?  And you do realize what a prophet is, don’t you?  A prophet is not so much a “fore-teller” as he is a “forth-teller.”  A prophet tells it like it is!

OK.  Amos is our first prophet.  But we are going to be talking about three prophets today.  Our second prophet is Martin Luther King, Jr., the prophet to our own country back in the late 1950’s and into the 1960’s.

Do you remember Martin Luther King’s own call to be a prophet?  I’ve shared this with you before.  Dr. King had been a young man, 25 years old, a simple parish pastor, the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama…he’d been there just a year, when he found himself being thrust into a position of leadership in the civil rights struggle.  Rosa Parks had been arrested for refusing to give up her bus seat to a white person…and that led to the black community’s boycott of the buses.
In the midst of that tense time, Dr. King was having second thoughts about his leadership of the movement.  He and his family had been receiving death threats.  At midnight, he was sitting in his kitchen, having a cup of coffee….in his own words now:

I bowed down over that cup of coffee.  I never will forget it…I prayed a prayer, and I prayed out loud that night.  I said, ‘Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right.  I think I’m right.  I think the cause that we represent is right.  But Lord, I must confess that I’m weak now.  I’m faltering.  I’m losing my courage.  And I can’t let the people see me like this because if they see me weak and losing my courage, they will begin to get weak.

And it seemed at that moment that I could hear an inner voice saying to me, ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness.  Stand up for justice.  Stand up for truth.  And lo I will be with you, even until the end of the world.’  I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on.  He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.  No never alone.  No never alone.  He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.

That was Martin Luther King’s call from God to be a prophet.  A young, ordinary parish pastor is called from his duties to be a prophet…just like Amos was called from his ordinary work to be a prophet 2700 years earlier.

Martin Luther King, eight years later, finds himself in Birmingham, Alabama – one of the most tightly segregated cities in the South.  In 1963 it became the focus for a civil rights demonstration….

non-violent, civil disobedience.
That is, I should say, the intention of Pastor King was that it be non-violent; when Bull Connor entered the scene it became very violent.  If you’re as old as I am, I’ll bet you remember Bull Connor.  In 1963 I was only a sophomore in high school, but I read the newspapers…at least the headlines and the photos on the front page….and I remember Bull Connor.

Do you?  He was the Public Safety Commissioner of Birmingham.  Maybe, in fact, you remember some of those newspaper photos from the time:  the snarling German Shepherd police dogs….the fire hoses that were used against the demonstrators, fire hoses that would strip bark off trees.

Eight white Christian and Jewish religious leaders from Alabama had written Dr. King a letter, suggesting that demonstrations were not the best way to go about securing civil rights, that negotiations would be a better way to proceed.

But King’s organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, had tried that.  And, in fact, they had secured an agreement with the Birmingham business leaders to remove those “whites only” signs.  But later they reneged on the agreement, and demonstrations were the only means left to Dr. King.

The demonstrations went forward, and Dr. King himself was arrested.  From his jail cell he wrote a letter, responding to those eight religious leaders.  Dr. King’s letter was re-printed in The Christian Century, and it immediately received the title, Letter from a Birmingham Jail. I read it for the very first time only a month ago, having found it in a collection of the best essays from the 20th century.
Let me share some bits and pieces with you, and I think you’ll see some real connections here to the prophet Amos.  First of all, those eight religious leaders had accused King of being an “outside agitator” – just like Amaziah the priest had accused Amos! – remember? 

In his letter King responds to that charge, claiming first of all that the local black community had invited him to Birmingham:

But more basically, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here.  Just as the prophets of the eighth century B.C. [he’s talking about Amos here, folks!] left their villages and carried their “thus saith the Lord” far beyond the boundaries of their home towns… I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned about what happens in Birmingham.  [Then this famous line, often quoted]  Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.  Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial “outside agitator” idea.  Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider anywhere within its bounds.

Elsewhere in the letter he writes:

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.  Frankly, I have yet to engage in a direct action campaign that was “well timed” in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.  For years now I have word the word “Wait!”  It rings in the ear of every Negro with piercing familiarity.  This “Wait” has almost always meant “Never.”  We must come to see, with one of our distinguished jurists, that “justice too long delayed is justice denied.”

And then he closes his letter with this:

Never before have I written so long a letter.  I’m afraid it is much too long to take your precious time.  I can assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing from a comfortable desk, but what else can one do when he is alone in a narrow jail cell, other than write long letters, think long thoughts, and pray long prayers?

If I have said anything in this letter that overstates the truth and indicates an unreasonable impatience, I beg you to forgive me.  If I have said anything that understates the truth and indicates my having a patience that allows me to settle for anything less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me.

Dr. King was certainly a prophet, wasn’t he?   But I did tell you that I would be speaking about three prophets this morning.  Do you know who the third one is?  YOU!
Or at least I want you to consider the possibility that it might be you….or me.  You see, God has called all of us to be his witnesses.  That’s our basic task as a Christian.  And sometimes that call to be a witness to God just might take the form of prophecy….telling it like it is….a confession of faith against unfaith.
A prophetic confession like that is always a protest against the utterance of a false faith that contradicts the glory of God.  For Martin Luther King, it was a protest against the false faith that claimed that a whole group of people – African-Americans – were not equally human, were not created in God’s image.  
For Karl Barth and the Confessing Church of Germany in 1934, it was a protest against the heresy of the Nazi ideology which was invading the churches of Germany.  This small group of confessing, prophetic Christians together said:

Jesus Christ, as he is testified to us in the Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God, whom we are to hear, whom we are to trust and obey in life and in death… We repudiate the false teaching that the church can turn over the form of her message according to some dominant ideological and political convictions.

And what unbelief, superstition, or heresy, might we be called to confess against, to protest against?  Who knows?  It might be as simple as refusing to listen to some gossip about a mutual friend.  It might be a speaking out for life in the midst of this culture of death that surrounds us.  
Just don’t ever think that you could not possibly be the one whom God has chosen to speak his prophetic, confessing word.  Like Amos, just because you’re an ordinary guy, doesn’t get you off God’s hook.
