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Amos Speaks: God Isn’t a Phony or a Pretender

A number of years ago a homeless ministry in Pittsburgh held a “One Night 
Without a Home” fundraiser.  One Friday night in January, we were invited to come to 
their headquarters on the North Side of Pittsburgh.  Like homeless men night after 
night, when we arrived we were told to line up outside and wait.  The doors opened at 
6:30pm as they typically do, and we were invited to come in and receive a hot meal in 
their warm dining room.  We were allowed to stay, like the other homeless men, for 
two hours.  But after two hours, we had to leave.  And, on our way out of the door we 
were handed a cup of hot chocolate and a snack-bag for the night by a smiling 
volunteer.
        With a backpack, my sleeping bag, and a Styrofoam cup of hot chocolate in 
hand, I was sent next door to an abandoned house to sleep for the night.  It was a 
blustery Pittsburgh evening – about 25 degrees with a light flurry.  We hadn’t been in 
this ‘home’ for more than an hour before the complaining started.  But, mostly, we 
were just exhausted and the only thing we had done was stand outside to wait for a 
meal.  As I laid down on the dusty old oak floor, I had the most magnificent view of 
downtown Pittsburgh through one of the blown out living room windows.  I could see 
the U.S. Steel Tower, Heinz Stadium, and the three rivers point all in one stunning, 
panoramic view.
        But, as I was looking out at the nighttime Pittsburgh skyline through that broken 
window, I started to wonder if someone who had to do this night after night thought 
this looked as beautiful as I did?  What I considered to be a masterpiece showcasing the 
triumph of human ingenuity and hard-work (I could see the high rise I worked in), from 
a homeless man’s perspective might be a sign of greedy decadence?  Or, what if what I 
thought must be a sign of God’s blessing, from heaven’s view is a tragic failure on the 
part of the wealthiest society the world has ever known to adequately care for the least 
and most vulnerable among us, especially considering 20% of those experiencing 
homelessness on any given night are children and 10% are veterans? 
        At our debrief the next morning, after we had gotten hot showers and a warm 
meal, we went through the usual litany of Christian responses. There was a lot of 
gratitude and thanksgiving for normally having a warm place to lay our heads, hot 
meals to eat, let alone for all of the comforts and conveniences of modern life – a cell 
phone, car, and a closet full of clothing.
        But, what if the biblical idea of gratitude isn’t being thankful for our stuff?
        Me – well housed in the parsonage, well insured through the U.S. Government, 
well educated in the education system – I hear Amos say things like, “Woe to you who 
are at ease. Woe to you who feel secure. God didn’t create the present order. God’s not 
interested in preserving the status quo” – I hear this as terrible, offensive news. But, for 
someone who’s life has been made hellish by the present ordering of things this is 
gospel news. God is going to put the world right again. 

We tend to think that the prophets were people who were good at predicting 
the future. But, the biblical prophets were far more interested in critiquing the present. 



Their calling was to announce the word of the Lord to the people, and often their 
message was not well received. 

You can imagine the scorn that was heaped on Amos as he called out those who 
fought tooth and nail to keep themselves comfortable and at ease. He is dumbfounded 
that some people are more concerned to be well-rested, well-invested, well-entertained, 
and well groomed than they are about what is happening around them. It can seem like 
Amos is just being a scrooge – “Alas for you who stretch out on your couches; alas for 
you who eat choice calves; alas for you who use the best perfume and cologne” – it can 
seem as if Amos is making God out to be opposed to anything fine and beautiful, a 
divine scrooge himself. But, that can’t be the case. God, is the author of all that is 
beautiful. Rather, God always uses things we are familiar with to make his point. And, 
the point is not that eating gourmet veal marsala is the cause of all injustice in the 
world. The point is that eating it without regard to others and what they are able to 
eat, is a form of moral scoliosis.  And, injustice is really just an inward bent on the self, a 
refusal to see the humanity of another person, a rejection of the Divine call to do unto 
others as you would want them to do to you, not just individually but also as a society. 
So, God called Amos, and every other prophet since, to help us all see straight again.

A couple of miles down the road from Pittsburgh’s North Shore, on the opposite 
side of the Allegheny River, a man stood outside of the Chipotle near the University of 
Pittsburgh as he had done everyday for the past three years that I would walk that way. 
He begged for money, and if he was fortunate enough, he would stop you and tell you 
a sob story. Usually, his story would stay the same, but the details would grow 
depending on how much money he was hoping to get that day.

A couple of weeks after that “Homeless for a Night” fundraiser, I remember 
watching this gentleman, as I was waiting for a bus, get a couple of dollars from a 
passerby. A few moments later, he walked to the liquor store right across the street. In 
one fell swoop, he confirmed every stereotype there is about giving out money on the 
street. In the back of my mind, I figured that’s probably what this gentleman had been 
doing all along. But, seeing it play out in real time is a sobering reminder of our heart’s 
propensity to deceive.

One commentator cautioned us preachers to remember Jesus’ words when 
preaching from Amos: “first take the log out of your own eye before you try and take a 
speck out of your neighbors.” I’m not sure what the best way to go about giving out 
money to people on the street. Maybe it’s an offer to buy lunch and talk - sometimes 
that’s what people need most, maybe it’s a gift card to the grocery store, or maybe it’s 
just handing out a few dollars.  But I do know this, for every person who unfortunately 
misuses charity, there are ninety-nine others who could not survive without it.

 But, Amos isn’t all that interested in charity. To be sure, charity is a Christian 
virtue to be cultivated. But, Amos isn’t a fiery preacher because the people weren’t 
charitable enough.  Amos is fiery because his society was fundamentally unjust.  “Listen 
to this, you who walk all over the weak, you who treat poor people as less than 
nothing…Listen you who say, ‘How long till the weekend when I can go out and have a 
good time.  Who give little and take much, and never do an honest day’s work.  You 
exploit the poor, using them - and then, when they’re used up, you discard them…God’s 
Judgement Day is coming!  These are the words of my Master God.  I’ll send a famine 
through the whole country.  It won’t be food or water that’s lacking, but my Word.”  



Amos makes a startling connection between a society’s treatment of the poor and 
vulnerable and its spiritual vitality and standing before God.

We’ve been talking about homelessness - a problem we all agree is tragic.  Now 
let’s imagine what Amos would say to our leaders about an undocumented migrant 
fleeing violence in her native Central America with her three children?  Of course the 
immigration challenges we face are different than what they would have been in Amos’ 
time.  Borders were less fixed thousands of years ago than they are today.  Agencies like 
Customs and Border Patrol and Immigration and Customs Enforcement didn’t exist.  
But what are the values that Amos calls people of faith, then and today, to live by?

Amos and his brother prophets in the Old Testament are firm in their conviction 
and sharp in their preaching that God is a God of justice and righteousness.  We often 
think that Jesus was the first person to teach ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ but it is 
actually a command given by God in Leviticus, the third book of the Bible and the 
central code of Old Testament laws.  Here is sampling of these laws from Leviticus 19:

•  “Don’t pervert justice.  Don’t show favoritism to either the poor or the 
great.  Judge on the basis of what is right.” (vs. 15)

• “Don’t seek revenge or carry a grudge against any of your people, love your 
neighbor as yourself, I am God.” (vs. 18)

• “Show respect for the aged, honor the presence of an elder, fear your God.  I 
am God.” (vs. 32)

• “When a foreigner lives with you in your land, don’t take advantage of him.  
Treat the foreigner same as a native.  Love him like one of your own.  
Remember that you were foreigners in Egypt.  I am God, your God.” (vs.
33-34)

The reality in our society today is that we see few of these commands being 
modeled and lived out by our leaders.  The strong take advantage of the weak (see the 
Jeffrey Epstein story).  Revenge runs rampant (see our tit for tat with Iran).  Our aged 
and elders are not honored.  And foreigners and immigrants are demeaned and abused 
(see the thousands of migrants and children locked up in camps on the border).  What 
would Amos say to us and our leaders?

Perhaps it is our role as Christians and the Church to lift up a different story than 
the one being played out?  Our theme this week at Vacation Bible School was the story 
of Jesus and the two disciples on the road to Emmaus.  Because this story involves 
many themes like Jesus’ resurrection, heaviness of heart and grief, the Eucharist, and 
faith we did many different activities.  We made butter, bread, and grape juice - all 
foods mentioned in the Bible because food and how we use and share food is an 
important marker of our faith.  When Wanda carefully explained to the kids how to 
make butter and that in order to do it they would have shake their glass bottle of heavy 
cream for fifteen or twenty minutes, one of the kids said to me with all seriousness, 
“Can’t we just go to the store?”  We learned different languages like Hebrew, French, 
and Spanish because out of our diversity we are one in Christ.  We also learned about 
communion because what ties us together is the fact that when we break bread and 
when we bless the cup,  we participate in the death and resurrection of our Lord.  It is a 
tangible reminder of our unity in Christ, and it is really hard to despise your neighbor or 



hold a grudge, blame poor people for their problems, or loathe an immigrant when we 
understand that we all participate in the body of Christ.

The biblical prophets like Amos were not politicians.  They did not have political 
agendas.  Instead they were called by God to remind the people that the world, God’s 
creation, is God’s and not ours, and that it is built on the twin pillars of justice and 
righteousness.  Amos preaches bad news before he preaches good news because the 
reality is injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  May we seek to love and 
serve God, honor our neighbors, and love our enemies as if they were in our shoes.

Amen.  


