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Grace and Peace to you in the name of Jesus Christ. 

The following message was written by Pastor Obermueller. He has included sections where I will add my own reflections, and ask you to think about your response as well.

The title of this message is: 

A BASKET OF FRUIT: What really motivates us? It is based on our two readings for today, Amos chapter 8 and Luke 16, especially focusing on the verse, “You cannot serve both God and WEALTH.”

….
….
….

Imagine biting into a fresh, juicy peach.

What a sensation! How would you describe it? The perfect combination of sweet and tart, crunchy and soft, sharp but smooth.

Peaches are one of my (that is, Pastor’s) favorite fruits. They remind me of summer. My mother would kill for a good peach; in Wyoming they are hard to get, and very expensive. My children went peach picking this summer, and for awhile we got to enjoy some really amazing, fresh, large peaches. The way to my heart is a peach pie; my wife baked three or four of them, they were award-winners!

As much as I like peaches, I really hate them if they are over-ripe. They lose every good descriptor they used to have: they become bland, oatmeal-ish in texture, very unenjoyable to eat. 

{Matt--share a story here, if you have one, of tasting some over-ripe fruit]

That is the image we have today from our Old Testament text. Amos is shown is a ripe basket of fruit: 

 1 This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: a basket of ripe fruit. 2 "What do you see, Amos?" he asked. 

      "A basket of ripe fruit," I answered. 

      Then the LORD said to me, "The time is ripe for my people Israel; I will spare them no longer.

In God’s eyes, Israel had become like that over-ripe peach. Picture your face when you bite into over-ripe fruit: that was God’s expression for who Israel had become. None of the edge, none of the beautiful combination of sharp flavors, none of the exciting color. All gone.

What made them this way? What could take away all of their former qualities?

Turns out, it was an obsessive, unnatural, over-focus on money.

The text says:

4 Hear this, you who trample the needy 

       and do away with the poor of the land,

 5 saying, 

       "When will the New Moon be over 

       that we may sell grain, 

       and the Sabbath be ended 

       that we may market wheat?"—

       skimping the measure, 

       boosting the price 

       and cheating with dishonest scales,

 6 buying the poor with silver 

       and the needy for a pair of sandals, 

       selling even the sweepings with the wheat.

They couldn’t wait to get out of church so that they could go back to selling things. They tried to sell even the dirty sweepings on the floor, just to make an extra buck. They were “skimping the measure and boosting the price” 

Know anybody like that? We have all just witnessed a time when our entire economic system was turned upside down by that kind of skimping and boosting. 

The basket of over-ripe fruit is an image of the kind of hubris and arrogance that brings whole companies and whole nations down. 

Jim Collins, a well-respected researcher and speaker in the area of what makes good business, says in his recent book, “How the Mighty Fall” that this kind of pumped-up overconfidence is what always precipitates a fall. We can certainly become overconfident in our wealth, both personally and as a culture. What happens to us when we do? We lose sight of the important values that got us to where we are. We become callous to the needs of real people around us. We acquire an entitlement mentality, and stay where we are comfortable. We create artificial bubbles (like derivatives in the banking industry), that eventually burst.

Most of all, our spirits become dull. Like that over-ripe peach, our spirits become dull, mean, lacking luster and sharpness. And those burst bubbles really hurt people, especially the poor. 

God hates it whenever the poor are trampled, so he says:

3 "In that day," declares the Sovereign LORD, "the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. [a] Many, many bodies—flung everywhere! Silence! 7 The LORD has sworn by the Pride of Jacob: I will never forget anything they have done.

God does not forget the self-interested pursuit of wealth at the expense of other people, and he punishes it eventually. But the important thing for us to realize is this: it affects the church. “The songs in the temple will turn to wailing.” When we do not intentionally focus our efforts on the kingdom of God, and instead on earning more and more money, the effect on the church is that it is wiped out!

So Jesus says, “You cannot serve both God and Mammon, God and wealth.” You just cannot do it. Your heart and mind is either with one or the other. Every Christian has to sort that out. The pursuit of wealth involves an entirely different universe of behaviors, mind-sets, metrics, set-points, than the pursuit of God. They are like oil and water, the two don’t mix.

We try to mix them, and instead we mix up ourselves. Do you feel mixed up in this area? I often do, as I look at the church budget. It is tempting, especially in times of financial crisis, to over-focus on money. The yawning gaps in the budget, whether at home, at work, or here at church, can cause us to focus on the wrong things.

What motivates you to serve in the church? Why do you think that is hard for some people? Growing up, what did you observe in your family regarding the God-money conflict? How has that shaped you?

{Matt, briefly share your thoughts here in answer to the questions above.}

There is hope for us mixed-up folk. The over-ripe fruit is also a signal of the end of one season and the beginning of another. A new way is coming. Even though the Lord causes draught for us, even in the church, when we over-focus on money, he is gracious and hears the repentance when we truly surrender and turn to a different way.

Take the example from the Gospel lesson, the unrighteous steward in Luke 16. This man mismanaged the money at his company. We don’t know exactly what he did, we just know that he wasted it. Any of us who have ever made mistakes with money should pay attention, because this parable offers us a way out.

What does the man do? He knows he may be fired. He could wallow in self-pity, he could spread complaints around the office about how horrible his boss is. Instead, he does something very proactive. He goes around town and forgives other people the debts they owe to the company. What happens? Not only do they build up their opinion of the steward (so that if he is fired he now has a safety net), their attitude toward the whole company is one of gratitude.

Once the boss gets wind of this, he says, “That’s brilliant! I like this guy! He just built up my reputation more than I ever could, and with a totally unexpected strategy, by reducing the money we make in the short run, in order to keep our relationships in the long run! That’s just good business. Let’s keep him around and even promote him!”

So it is with God. When we do things to promote relationships with people, especially when we forgive, we build up the “company.” The company in question is God’s kingdom, and the church. Are we motivated by money, or by serving God? Have we wasted money in the past? If so, we have a choice. We can wallow, we can criticize, or we can say, “Let’s be proactive. Let’s go around and forgive people. Let’s roll up our sleeves and exert positive energy like the steward who was about to be fired. Let’s listen to God’s warnings about the way we are and say to God, ‘God I want to change. How can I become a more active servant to you? What do I need to give up to study your Word more? Am I too focused on bonuses, retirement, status, or other expectations that prevent me from serving you?’”

The parable of the unrighteous steward is for you and I. We are all unrighteous stewards and we are all guilty of wasting the time and resources God has given us. Yet here Jesus says, Turn around. The situation is not permanent, if you will show some pluck and energy, and develop some new relationships, especially if those new relationships are built on forgiving monetary debts.

If you aim at heaven, C.S. Lewis said, You get earth thrown in. If you aim at earth, you get neither. “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and all this will be added to you,” God promises.

{Matt, what do you think these quotes mean? When you aim at heaven, what happens? Share with congregation briefly.}

Can you imagine biting into a fresh peach? It captures you for a moment. God’s kingdom captures people in the same way, when his followers stay fresh by studying His Word, working at prayer, and then stretching out of their comfort zone to talk to other people about faith and grace and forgiveness. 

There is a certain magical quality about a group of people who just don’t walk the way of the world, who give up that frantic life for the work of the church.

Dear friends in Christ, may you sparkle with the energy of the steward, may you taste like the excellent fresh peach, may you stand out and by Jesus abundant grace in you, make the choice to serve God, so that there will be singing in the temple, and rejoicing in your hearts. 

Amen.


