He Shall Come to Judge

Punchline: Money is power and most of us have a lot of power.  We give in order to 

1) Has anyone ever said to when things are going bad for them – “I should be thankful, because there are so many people worse off than me?” <slide 1>
a) What do they mean? <Q&A>

=> most of us sitting in this room are pretty lucky

How are we lucky? <Q&A>

b) And so most of us, when we think about this, especially around stewardship time, might be convinced to be more charitable, more generous, to give more.

Whether things are going well or poorly for us, we might think “I’m really lucky in general and there are a lot of people who are so much worse off than I am, so this year I’m going to be more charitable”

2) In Amos, the Israelites did the same thing.

a) Many of them were well off enough to have a decent living

b) They were thankful to God that they were doing well, so they made their offerings and sacrifices to God.

 But God responds in a very shocking way in Amos - He says: <slide 2>
I will not accept your burnt offerings and grain offerings. I won't even notice all your choice peace offerings.  23 Away with your hymns of praise! They are only noise to my ears. I will not listen to your music, no matter how lovely it is.  24 Instead, I want to see a mighty flood of justice, a river of righteous living that will never run dry.
=> God does not accept their offerings because they do not enact justice.

They have enough to go around and they see all these less fortunate people so they give thanks to God in their offerings, and say, “Wow God.  I’m so lucky to have enough to put food on my table.  Thanks for not making me one of these poor people.”  But God says to them, “Don’t thank me.  Do something about it!”

3) We give to God -  whether through the church or through the night shelter or wherever for many reasons:

a) Thanksgiving

b) Charity/Generosity

c) Commitment to the organization and its mission

d) Obligation

e) Stewardship

But here in Amos God asks us to give for justice?  In Luke, John the Baptist said, “Those who have two coats should give to those who have none.” And he said “every valley shall be lifted up and every mountain will be made low” – those who are in power now and have a lot now, won’t have a lot soon.  And those who do not have a lot now will have a lot soon.  There will be justice. <click>
4) One of my seminary professors made an interesting remark one time that stuck with me.  He said, “Isn’t it interesting that people only want justice when they feel like they’ve been wronged.”  When two kids fight, one of them will inevitably come to mom and say, “He hit me!” and neglect to mention that they both hit each other.  He doesn’t really want justice, he wants punishment or vengeance on his enemy.

He continued by asking whether we really want God’s justice in the world.

5) What would God’s justice look like if it came to Earth right now?

a) The last shall be first and the first shall be last

b) Blessed are the poor and woe to the rich

Most of us would be in a lot of trouble if God’s justice came to Earth right now.  Most of us are very lucky: we live comfortable lives with big screen TV’s and two cars in the garage, air conditioning in the summer, heat in the winter, don’t often have to worry about where our next meal is coming from, vaccinated from a whole lot of serious illnesses, clean water and electricity – not to mention all the privileges living in the US gives us: welfare, public schools, public hospitals, good infrastructure (roads, telephone lines, internet) etc.

And if we’re honest about it, we have all these things partly through our hard work, but largely just by luck.  The luck that we were born in a country with free public education.  The luck that we didn’t have to worry about dying young from malaria or AIDs.  The luck that our country managed to find a way out of the depression while many other countries have been in economic depression for decades.  If God’s justice came and the lucky became the unlucky, the first became the last, blessings came to the poor and curses came to rich…we’d be in trouble.

So as we look at our luck, let’s not make the same mistake that the Israelites in Amos made.  Let’s not say, “Wow God.  I’m so lucky to have enough to put food on my table.  Thanks for not making me poor.”  Because God will say to them, “I do not accept your offering because you shouldn’t be thanking me.  You should be out doing something about it!”

Until that time when Christ comes back to judge the world for himself, we have the chance to bring Christ’s justice to Earth today.   We all have a certain amount of power in this world – some more than others.  Some of us have political votes in a powerful state and a powerful country.  Some of us have money, which is power.  We all have our voices and our time and talent.  We all have our actions and our relationships.  These are powerful things that God has given us to enact his justice.  When we start thinking, “Boy I’m lucky to have everything I have!” Christ calls us to ask, “What can I do for those who are not so lucky?”  When we start thinking, “I live in such a great country!”  Christ calls us to ask, “How can I bring freedom and joy to those who do not live in a great country?”  When we start thinking, “God has blessed me so much!” Christ calls us to ask, “How can I serve those who do not have as many blessings?”  When we start thinking, “I am on top of the world!”  Christ calls us to ask, “How can I make the mountains low and lift up the valleys?”

God’s justice is coming and Christ is coming to judge.  As we approach stewardship commitment Sunday, remember that stewardship is not just about charity, it is not just about supporting the church, it is not just about obeying God.  As people with power, stewardship is about giving power to the powerless.  As people with two cloaks, stewardship is about giving to those who have none.  As people who have food, stewardship is about giving to those who are hungry.  As people who are first in this world, stewardship is about making sure the last will be first and the first will be last.  Stewardship is about making sure that the poor are blessed and the rich are humbled.  Stewardship is not just about generosity; it is about justice.
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