
        Pentecost 18 - Proper 20C
        Grace St. Paul’s - 9.22.13

 Before we begin, I wanted to note that today is a bit of an anniversary for us.  

Last week, a parishioner noticed that the lessons for the day happened to match the 

ones that I preached on at my first service at Grace St. Paul’s.  What that means of 

course, is that you and I have now completed the entire three year lectionary cycle 

together.  It seems like only yesterday, doesn’t it.  Doesn’t it?  What this also means is 

that you have now heard from me across the spectrum of the bible.  From here on in, 

we repeat.  Such being the case, I really have nothing new to share with you that I have 

not already said.  Amen.  

 Okay, just kidding...

 “I’m not joking around,” a raspy voice with an awkward southern drawl yelled in 

my ear.  “And I don’t give a bleepity bleep what the situation is.  You get me the bleepin’ 

money by Friday or we are going to come after you.  And if you think I’m bleeping you, 

you just try me.” 

 At first I thought it was some kind of joke and I had been the victim of a prank.  It 

really felt like I had been transported into a scene of a B grade mafia movie.  But when I 

asked the person on the other end of the phone who and what he was talking about, I 

realized that it was as real as a heart attack.  The dude with the fake Italian southern 

accent was a pay day loan collector.  He was calling about someone in the parish, 

someone who was in such financial duress that she was trapped into borrowing money 

from a place with an interest rate so high, that she would not have been able to pay the 

relatively small loan back in 20 years.  
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 A few months ago, someone in our parish had their first encounter with a used 

car dealer.  The salesman quickly realized that the potential buyers were raw rookies at 

this.  Not only did he sell them a vehicle for two times the blue book value, but he 

pawned off on them one that had no structural integrity and was going to fall apart as 

soon as they drove it off the lot.  It did, and so now they are out the money they paid for 

it, the money they had to borrow from others, and no way to purchase another vehicle 

that they desperately need for work. 

 Last week, it happened one more time.  Another parishioner came in, trying to 

figure out some way to pay all their bills, after facing an unforeseen financial event.  

They looked for help making their car payment, whereupon I discovered that they had 

purchased their vehicle from another pay day shyster, who was charging them 90% 

interest.

 “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land...”  

This morning, there is no need of an advanced degree in biblical criticism or exegetical 

studies to understand why the prophet Amos is beside himself with anger.  It may have 

been 2700 years ago, but Amos experienced the same thing in his world that our social 

ministry team and I see all the time.  Amos noticed how some in his society were using 

their wealth to leverage the poor, and put them in a position where they could never 

work their way out of debt.  Amos was sick and tired of the economic system in the 

Hebrew nation that allowed those with means to continually take advantage of the 

working poor, placing them in a position where they could never escape their plight.    

 If there is a more difficult job description than prophet, I haven’t heard it yet.  No 

one wants to hear someone constantly talking about how often we screw up.  No one 
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wants to be presented with Book of Revelation images for what is going to happen to us  

if we don’t fly sit up and fly right.  But why do prophets always have to be so hot and 

bothered?  Folks want to know why Amos can’t just take a chill pill.  

 If any of you have ever wanted to know the answer to that question, come hear 

for yourself.  Come sit in our social ministry office for a day.  I bet it won’t take you an 

hour before you see the damage that is being done by an economic system that 

continually creates a wider and wider gap in our society, a system that continues to 

siphon off money from the poor through the most creative methodologies.  You will know 

very quickly why Amos can’t calm down, and my guess is that you will flip out with him.  

A society that allows people to take their riches and use them to steal more money from 

the people who can least afford it, needs to hear the wrath of the prophet.  An economic 

system that allows pay day loaners to rip the last bit of money from those who had none 

to start with, deserves to be attacked by a prophet every day.  Amos could not take it 

anymore and to be honest, neither can I, because corporate profits have become God, 

because stealing money from the poor has become a game, because justice and 

righteousness is so low on the priority list that nobody gives a flying flip about the 

Sabbath or anything else. 

 While I was literally writing these words, my silly little phone flashed me with this 

message; “J.P. Morgan Chase, the nation’s largest bank, agrees to pay $920 million in 

fines after causing a multi-billion dollar trading loss.  This week’s Time Magazine arrived 

with this headline; “How Wall Street Won - Five Years after the crash, it could happen all 

over again.”  And then fifteen minutes later, this ditty from CNN; “Former House Majority 

Leader Tom DeLay’s conviction on money laundering charges overturned by a Texas 
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court.”  Folks, it is all around us.  We live in a world of economic rape, where the true 

Gospel is this - Keep it in the black. 

Carlin clip

 That was the late George Carlin, a 20th century Amos.  Toward the end of 

Carlin’s career and life, as his routines became more prophetic and less comedic, many 

people heard his rants as the jaded cries of a bitter man.  That is one of the hazards of 

being a prophet.  Cynicism is so difficult to avoid.  Meanwhile, the country was arguing 

about how the stock market had to stay healthy at any cost, how the banks that had 

stolen money from working class Americans had to be bailed out because they were too 

big to fail, all while individuals continued to suffer and die because they had no health 

insurance.

 Cynic or not, Carlin was right.  Nothing has changed in 2700 years, except that 

we are now so much more proficient at screwing the working poor.  We are so much 

more creative in devising ways to separate them from their money.  The unjust steward 

in today’s Gospel  was a raw rookie compared to us.  

 The other day, someone walked into the office, right after I had hung up with one 

of those folks who was stealing money from one of our parishioners.  They asked me 

why I was so upset.  They told me I needed to calm down.  They told me that my 

behavior was not very priestlike and that I needed to exude serenity and love.  And I 

said; “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land...”

 Finally, we have today’s lectionary selection.  The official lectionary stops at verse 

seven.  But I wanted you to hear God’s reaction to trampling on the needy.  If you think 

Amos and Carlin and I were agitated, listen to God.  “I’ve had it.  Enough of your taking 
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advantage of those who have so little already.  No more sun for you, no more feasts, no 

more happy music,” and I love this one, “baldness, a plague of baldness on all of you.”  

Now that’s mad.

 Then comes the worst part of all.  God hints at a potential famine because of the 

way the poor have been treated, a famine way worse than a loss of food and water.  

God suggests that maybe there will be a famine causing a loss of God’s voice.  A 

separation of God from us.  God is so upset that God suggests a divorce between us. 

 Today’s Gospel tells us yet another story of greed and injustice.  A steward, a 

middle manager, if you will, of someone’s else’s estate has been caught by the owner 

exploiting both him and his tenants.  He has set up his own pay day loan scheme, 

charging the tenants, the crop pickers, the people working 14 hours a day to try to make 

ends meet, an even higher interest rate, and pocketing the difference for himself.  He, 

like the folks experienced by Amos, like the scammers experienced by those in our own 

parish, like the national corporate thieves all of us know so well, are all of the same ilk.  

They have no qualms taking money from the people who can least afford to lose it, just 

so they can line their own pockets.  The stories all sound similar, but there is one major 

difference.  When the master finds out what his steward has done, his response is as 

strong and colorful as Amos’ and God’s.  He cans the steward and verbally rips him 

apart.  But after the steward goes back to the tenants and tells them they do not owe as 

much, the master totally changes his tune.  He actually praises the steward.  Why?  I 

have heard many explanations for this over the years from dozens of commentators, 

preachers and biblical scholars.  Most admit that this is a confusing parable, but the 

consensus have said that the reason the steward is praised is because of his quick 
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thinking and sharp-wittedness and that he quickly got back the master’s money.  But 

this week, I heard this Gospel in a way I never have before.  I’m not sure that we 

haven’t all missed something.  I now think it is possible that the master praised the 

steward not because he got his money back, but because the steward chose to do the 

right thing.  I believe the master is praising the steward for treating the tenants with 

dignity and respect and not ripping them off.  He stopped charging his own interest and 

began asking them for what they actually owed.  In other words, he stopped being a pay 

day loaner.  Once that happens, the injustice is solved.  The tenants are no longer being 

taken advantage of by an unscrupulous merchant.

 Well, that worked really well.  It worked so well, that you have to wonder why 

Amos and God don’t take the same tack in the first reading.  Instead of going off half 

cocked and yelling and screaming threats, why didn’t they address the specific issue 

and create justice?  Because there is no specific issue.  In the Gospel, the story is about 

one individual whose ways need to be changed.  But what Amos is facing is an entire 

economic system that is broken and corrupt.  The Amos situation is also ours in today’s 

world.  It’s not that we have a pay day loaner who needs to change his ways.  It’s that 

we have a market driven economy that rewards people for taking advantage of others.  

God knows that we need to face every unjust steward in our lives and work to change 

their behavior.  But for us and for the people in Amos’ day, the real goal must be to 

attack the systemic issue that creates the injustice.  We need to shut down the entire 

pay day loan system.  We need to change an economy that suggests that banks are too 

big to fail.  We need to stop rewarding corporate thieves who create false economies so 

they can sell houses to people who can’t afford them.  
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 For the last 500 years in Christianity, we have talked a lot about sin.  We have 

talked about sin like we see in today’s Gospel.  The sin of the individual.  There is 

nothing wrong with that.  We need to point out every unjust steward and do everything 

in our power to get them to stop sinning.  We need to discern how we are unjust 

stewards and change our sinning ways as quickly as possible.  But we also need to 

remember that this is not what Amos and God got so mad about today.  The prophet 

Amos brilliantly points out to us that what is destroying our world and making it 

impossible to experience the realm of God is corporate sin.  God responds with love 

and understanding to our individual foibles.  God forgives us whenever we ask.  God 

handles individual sin the same way the master does in today’s Gospel, by praising us 

for what we have done well.  

 It is the systemic stuff that drives the prophets and God absolutely crazy.  That is 

the place that is reserved for God and the prophets harshest judgment.  What Amos and 

God tell us is if we want to be connected to God, if we want to hear God’s voice in our 

lives, then we need to change our focus.  We need to see the big picture, we need to 

identify the corporate sin that surrounds us and yell and scream about it until someone 

hears us.  We need to get upset because we must expose the un-health of the present 

system and blow up into pieces the idol of making money at the cost of people and 

God’s creation.  Then we need to work to end it and replace it with God’s vision, a place 

where the working poor get to be proud of who they are and be proud of their 

contribution to society.  A place where the poor get to spend their money on their 

family’s needs and supporting their church and their people, and not on making the rich, 

richer.   We need to create a society where the health of the poor and all of us becomes 
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more important than the health of the stock market.  We need to expose the hypocrisy 

of a so called immigration policy that  publicly states that the goal is to run 

undocumented workers back to where ever they came from, but in reality is all about 

keeping them here undocumented, so they have no choice but to participate in our 

economy by using those pay day loan sharks and the whole underbelly of the hidden 

American economy.  

 Perhaps that seems a daunting task, but the wisdom of God that changes our 

focus from individual to corporate sin, also suggests to us how we will get there.  Our 

path to wellness, our path back to the place where we can hear God again, must be 

through each other.  The individual journey to salvation that has been so prevalent in 

our tradition since the Reformation, is certainly a necessary part of our experience.  But 

it is only when we connect, when we create and come together in the beloved 

community, that God can work through us and we can have the courage to speak this 

truth to the world. 

 “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land...”  

We stand with our God and together, we are not going to put up with it anymore.  Amen.
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