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This is what the LORD God showed me: the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb line, with a plumb line in his hand. And the LORD said to me, “Amos, what do you see?” And I said, “A plumb line.” Then the LORD said, “See, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel; I will never again pass them by; the high places of Isaac shall be made desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste, and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.” 

Then Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent to King Jeroboam of Israel, saying, “Amos has conspired against you in the very center of the house of Israel; the land is not able to bear all his words. For thus Amos has said, ‘Jeroboam shall die by the sword,  and Israel must go into exile away from his land.’” 

And Amaziah said to Amos, “O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king's sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.”

Then Amos answered Amaziah, “I am no prophet, nor a prophet's son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, and the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ Now therefore hear the word of the LORD. You say, ‘Do not prophesy against Israel, and do not preach against the house of Isaac.’ Therefore thus says the LORD: ‘Your wife shall become a prostitute in the city, and your sons and your daughters shall fall by the sword, and your land shall be parceled out by line; you yourself shall die in an unclean land, and Israel shall surely go into exile away from its land.’” 

- Amos 7:7-17
Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?" He said, "The one who showed him mercy." Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise."








- Luke 10:37
The Collect

O Lord, mercifully receive the prayers of your people who call upon you, and grant that they may know and understand what things they ought to do, and also may have grace and power faithfully to accomplish them; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
____________

After my recent move, I found that a piece of furniture had been damaged – which, I’ve learned, is par for the course. The wonder of it is that it was only one piece. The moving company was very apologetic, and they quickly dispatched a specialist to repair the splintered wood. He arrived at my door one morning, armed with a large wooden toolbox. The man was polite, efficient, and highly skilled. And he did much more than restore the cabinet to pristine condition. As he worked, the artisan told me his life story. I was fascinated by the wisdom that he imparted.

My visitor was a refugee from what was once called South Vietnam. When he came to the United States, he brought nothing with him except his dexterity, intelligence, and will to succeed in this country. Not only did he master English, but he also learned a trade – cabinetmaking. That work enabled him to make a living, marry, and start a family. He and his Vietnamese wife became naturalized citizens, and they taught their children the values of commitment, hard work, and perseverance. Strict obedience to the law – parental and societal – was a cardinal rule in their household. 

The children obeyed, and they thrived. Their grades were stellar, and they did so well in high school that both were admitted to a top-flight university. The older pursued a business degree, while the younger went pre-med. When he told me about his children, the man exuded pride. They were obviously the apple of his eye.


But life in America, especially today, is filled with distraction, he said. The young have so much access to plenty that it is easy for them to feel entitled to a standard of living that they have not produced. I could see a cloud of sadness settle over my visitor’s face as he said this. Then he told me what was bothering him.

It seems as though his older child did not remain mindful of the rules she’d been taught. When she went to the university, her father promised to pay for her education and her expenses. There was only one condition: she had to maintain no less than a B average – 3.0 or better was the standard.

The bright young woman assured her father that doing that would be a piece of cake. He noticed that her attitude toward the contract was alarmingly cavalier. The more she protested that maintaining that mark would be simple, the more concerned her father became. So, he reiterated that funding for college depended on her grades. Otherwise, he said, she would be on her own. He was serious; she was not. 

Well, you can guess what happened. The daughter succumbed to the fantasy that “normal” student life is more about socializing than it is about studying. Soon the parties took their toll, and despite her intelligence and her promise, she slipped below the bar set by her father. When her first year ended, her GPA was 2.9.

Her father looked at the results, and then focused on her. Nervously, she said, “Dad, I came so close. I know that I can improve my grades next year.” “I’m sorry,” he said. “You knew the rule, and you know the consequences. You are on your own.” His face was grim when he told me what he had said. The father’s pain was evident. But his resolve was clear. For him the most important thing was teaching his child a hard life lesson. He said, “She cried and cried, pleading with me to give her a break. But I could not back down.”

“What did your daughter do?” I asked. 

The man told me that she applied for financial aid by herself. However, the university wanted to know her parents’ income level, and she asked her father to fill in those forms. He said that he would not help her, that she was on her own. His daughter stormed off, hurling insults and anger toward her father. 

I was silent for a while. He continued working, recalling the terrible scene with his beloved daughter. I thought, “He was willing to sacrifice the relationship of father and daughter for the sake of holding her accountable to the law.” There was a strength about him that became a presence in my home. I was mildly shocked, but impressed, by his decisive act. It was as though I had just heard a biblical story – one that belonged to the Old Testament, where the standard of God’s law was first revealed. A devoted father had judged his precious child. Her prodigal nature had met his uncompromising norm.

Today’s text from Amos is akin to that scenario. It’s an ancient prophecy of judgment. It features a prophetic vision – a kind of spiritual video that shows, as well as tells, what God has to say to the prophet. Amos envisions God standing by a wall he has built. The LORD asks Amos if he sees what he holding in his hand. The prophet identifies the thing in God’s grasp. It is a plumb line, a weight – often made of lead
 – dangling at the end of a string. Builders from the earliest times discovered that this basic tool could ensure that walls would be square (or “in plumb”) simply by holding it against the surface under construction. They didn’t know it back then, but the force of gravity is pulling the weight toward the earth’s core. Thus the line is a true test of what is truly vertical. 

The word that came to Amos was that the law of God serves as a plumb line. Just as the line shows what is true, the law reveals what God expects of us. His judgment against Israel was based on that hard line. Amos compared the nation’s behavior to the legal standard, and he found it severely out of plumb. Israel was not upright; indeed she was warped and woefully out of line. The nation, led by the evil king Jereboam, knew what is right, but did not do it; the people understood the terms of the covenant, but broke the rules with no regard for what God had done for them. The LORD had given his people freedom, a new homeland, a livelihood, and laws to by. Israel had thrown all of this in God’s face. Therefore, announced Amos, the king will die by the sword and Israel will be led into exile. 

It was open and shut. Israel disobeyed, and Israel paid dearly. The nation disappeared. It was annihilated by the Assyrian empire, which Amos saw as God’s rod of punishment. One could hardly call this tough love; it was justice administered by a righteous God. There wasn’t going to be anyone left standing to learn a lesson.

That’s the way Amos saw it. History records what happened. And yet, is that the final word? Is that the moral of the story for us to read and heed? Or is there an alternative – a different way to see what God is up to?

At that time there was another prophet in Israel testifying to the will of God. His name was Hosea, and his view of the LORD God does not match up with that of his contemporary Amos.

Like Amos, Hosea recognized the sins of Israel. He knew covenant law, and he knew that his nation had broken it. And the consequence of such sin should be death. That was the law; justice required severe judgment. Nevertheless, Hosea’s perception of God’s will differed from Amos’ vision. What he heard God saying was someone had to suffer for those sins, but it was not going to be Israel alone. God would share the pain.

Hosea’s prophetic “pulpit” was his marriage, which was a complete sham. His wife Gomer was unfaithful; her passion was being lived out in a foreign fertility cult. Hosea was brokenhearted, because he loved Gomer despite her broken promises. Under God’s law, infidelity was not just grounds for divorce; it was a capital offense. Hosea could have had her stoned to death, and justice swift and sure would be done. But he did not seek revenge. Instead, he felt that God was calling for compassion instead of judgment. The LORD was telling Hosea that marriage was like the relationship between God and his people. Both commitments are solemn covenants based on trust. They have rules of proper behavior to which we must be held accountable. However, God’s ways are higher than our ways. While our tendency is to punish, meting out justice to uphold our standards and preserve our honor, God is bigger than that. God is willing and able to suffer with us because he loves us with a deeper love than we can either know or understand.

In other words, God’s will was to take the hit for us, absorbing the hurt and redeeming the relationship. Hosea personally proclaimed this word from God by showing mercy, rather than retribution. He took back his adulterous wife, forgiving her and treating her as though they newlyweds on their honeymoon. This act surpassed human standards; it was possible only through the grace of God.

But the comparison of Amos and Hosea begs the question: who was right?

As we’ve noted, the hammer actually did drop. Israel was crushed, just as Amos prophesied. So, Hosea’s vision of God’s compassion seems to have fallen short. Does that historical fact mean that Amos was right and Hosea was wrong – that justice outweighs love, and law supercedes grace?

Scripture teaches us to stand back and to look at what’s going on from many perspectives. After all, the word Bible literally means “booklets,” meaning that Scripture is more like an anthology than a monograph. Through this inspired medium, God is seen and heard from many points of view – all of which should be taken seriously, if not always literally. What that implies is that we are invited to view God’s will in the prophecy of both Amos and Hosea. It is not an either/or. There is tension between law and grace all through the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. They appear to be contradictory, and mutually exclusive, but they are not. Law and grace are complementary. They are interrelated and mutually true.

Karl Barth
 once said that law is a form of grace. It is a gift from God, a plumb line that gives us a gauge of what is true. Without it everything that we build would be out of plumb, leaning dangerously left or right. We humans need law to keep us straight. Think for a moment about the rules of the road. If we didn’t have stop lights (notice they’re called “stop” lights, not “go” lights), what would happen? Given human nature, it would be self-centered chaos. Law holds sin at bay. However, we shouldn’t forget that the lights are not just red; they also glow green. That is, God’s grace is not simply the gift of restraint. It also offers us a new way forward. Justice can lead to love, law can give way to compassion.

In the Gospel lesson today, Jesus’ famous parable of the Good Samaritan, we come face-to-face with that new way forward. A strict legalist was trying to make Jesus out to be an outlaw – one who didn’t give a hoot about the rules. When Jesus avoids entrapment by turning the tables on the lawyer, the red-faced man tries to get him a second time by asking him to define the word, “neighbor.” Jesus replies with the parable about the only one who stopped to help a mugging victim. Two previous travelers had side-stepped the victim. They were a priest and a Levite – people who, under the law, were neighbors of the man in the ditch. But they, not seeing any legal responsibility to do anything, simply minded their own business. The Samaritan
 had compassion; he felt the responsibility to do what the others didn’t. 

When Jesus finished telling this tale, he asked the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

There is the letter of the law and the spirit of the law. Amos’ plumb line shows us what is just; Hosea’s act of mercy shows what is loving. In these two prophecies, we see the law’s letter and spirit, respectively. Both are true, and necessary, but the letter is fulfilled by the spirit. “The greatest of these is love,” said the Apostle Paul. That’s what Hosea knew, and what Jesus embodied.   

Israel fell, that’s a fact. Hosea offered Israel a way forward, but the people scoffed, and kept on asking for the boom to be lowered. But the fall of Israel did not, and cannot, negate the grace of God. The crucifix and the empty tomb tell me that. Jesus told us that we should go and do likewise, obeying the law and showing mercy. We just need a lot of help doing that, don’t we? That’s the story of our life.

And yet, you may be wondering about the end of another story – the one about the cabinetmaker’s daughter. I’m happy to report that my visitor had more wisdom to share with me. He said that she did return to the university, apparently “on her own.” “As her father,” he stated, “I thought my duty was to stand by my word. I couldn’t give her help without making a promise meaningless.” Still, he loved his daughter so much that he couldn’t abandon her. Even though his daughter needed to learn that a contract is a contract, her father saw to it that love had the final word. Smiling, he told me that he had his wife give the university the financial aid information. With that, cabinetmaker’s daughter qualified, and she got sufficient funding to pay for her education. He was law, and his wife was grace. And the combination of the two got a young woman back on track pursuing her potential. Today, the proud papa told me, she has graduated with honors, taking an MBA and landing a wonderful job.  

It doesn’t always work out that well. We are supported by the law and provided sufficient grace to see us through, until the shadows lengthen and the evening comes, and busy world is hushed, and the fever of life is over and our work is done. But far too often we just don’t trust what we’ve been given, and things fall apart. My prayer is that we’ll pay attention to what God is offering, and accept it; for his gifts promise a safe lodging, and a holy rest, and peace at the last.
 Amen.

� “Plumb” comes from the Latin noun, plumbum, which means “lead.” Plumbing refers to the use of lead in the fabrication of metal water pipes.


� Karl Barth (1886-1968), the Swiss Reformed theologian, was one of the leading Protestant thinkers of the twentieth century.


� “Samaritan” refers to a native of Samaria, which was a region to the north of Judea – a place whose people had been decimated and exiled at the time of Amos and Hosea. The Assyrians had replaced the people of Israel with aliens from another part of their empire. Thus the Judeans regarded the Samaritans as a mongrel breed of unclean and untrustworthy people. The fact that Jesus had the Samaritan be the one of showed mercy would have been viewed as an ironic, as well as controversial, choice.


� This reference is to the prayer “In the Evening,” which was originally composed by John Henry Newman. It is found in the Book of Common Prayer (1979) on page 833.  
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