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I~e are living in days that are filled with danger for the institutional church. I
do not fear for the survival of true Biblical Christianity, but I do fear for it's
survival in the present institutional church. I fear the day that true prophetic
Christianity will be expelled from the church as it has been in the past. I wonder
how our church would react to a amn such 85 the prophet Amos.

Some b/o hundred years before Amos prophesied. the Davidic kingdom had been broI,en
into two parts, the Northern kingdom of Israel. and the Southern kingdom of Judah.
Altllough Amos lived in Judah. God called him to speak for him in Israel. He prophe
sied during the reign of Jeroboam II, which dates his writing about 750 B.C.

Trade and commerce flourished in Israel. There was no fear of military attacks. In
their prosperity and security they began to concentrate more and more upon luxury
items that previously had been only within the reach of royalty. As is always the
case, pre-occupation with materialistic goals sent ~~d in hand with moral and
religious degeneration and sycretism. Among the most flagrantly disregarded religi
ous values were the precepts regulating social justice which were such a large part
of the Law of 110ses found in the book of Deuteronomy. These precepts were designed
to protect the rights of the poor, the weak, the slaves. and the women. Despite
the disregard of the l~t the institutional church completely failed to speak criti
cally to the needs of the day.

I will therefore leave it to your imagination to reconstruction the reaction Amos
caused when he cam into the Kine's own chapel. in the city of Bethel. and bitterly
denounced the public and political corruption. First Ama~iah. the priest turned to
the king. llAmas hath conspired against the •. " But the reply of Amos \'o11S to make it
clear that he was not a part of any political conspiracy. In Amos ( day. the term
lla prophetls sonl! had a definite political connotation. The 1;50ns of the Prophets"
was a quasi-religious revolutionary group that at times involved itself in political
intrigue. l'!e knO\'/ that some hundred yoars before the time of Amos. the H50ns of the
Prophets!: under the leadership of Elisha. teok p<:!Xt in a coup that put King Jehu
into power. Amos went on to claim that his God-given message. though not political.
~ a social messngc.

I would like to show, on the basis of the message of Amos. the need today of prophet
ic laymen. We need such prophets because of the dangers that alliays confront the
institutional church.

Per one thing the institutional church has always had the tendency to identify
Christianity with the political or economic philosophy of its members. When that
occurs the church betrays its loyalty to Christ for loyalth to Caesar. Witness the
German church under llitler,who in the name of patriotism remained silent in the face
of the atrocities that were perpetrated by the Third Reich.

Al thol~Eh our situation is not at all like thnt. do we equate Christianity \·/ith either
conservative or liberal politics? l~en I was interviewed two years ago I was inter
ested in a conservative church. I naturally took this to mean consevative in theol
ogy since it was a church that I was interested in. and not a political office. TIle
thought never occured to me that when a church wants somebody conservative that they
are concerned primarily with politics.

But Christianity will not be encased or subservient to any political or economic
philosophy. The prophetic message of Christianity is neither the mess sage of
communism.nor of free enterprise, nor of democracy.

The second danger that confronts the institutional church is that of formalism.
Christianity will always be expressed within some form. The Anglicans are known for
the form of worship that is provided by their Book of Common Prayer; the Methodist
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by their hearty singing of the gospel hymns written by the WEsleys; the Presbyterians
by their quiet, reserved, and dignified worship.

Fomalism does not mean that there is anything l,olrong with any of these forms of
worship. It means that there is only the outward form of Christianity without the
living faith and power of the Risen Christ. It is repeating the words of the Creed
without placing your whole life in the hands of the God of whom it speaks. It is
repeating the confess of sins ,~ithout believing in our heart that we are guilty and
undeserving of forgiveness. Formalism sustains itself en the faith and outward forms
of the past.

The third danger that confronts the institutional church is being identified with
riches. influence, and power. There is nothing wrong with a beautiful church. but
when attention becomes focused on merely preserving the material splendor of church
buildings and furnishings then we become correspondingly less interested in involving
ourselves in the prophetic mission which is preaching, teaching. and demonstrating
the Gospel. The church does not keep the faith by enclosing it within a beautiful
sanctuary. TIle church keeps the faith by constantly giving it away.

The resul ts that follO\~ from these dangers that confront the institutional church
ere several. We are now reaping the harvest of them. One result is revolution and
violence. Christ told us that we were to be the salt of the earth. He meant that
we \'lere to act as a preservative in a society that had rejected !liD!. When the church
fails to act as 0. preservative, revolution inevitably occurs.

Compare 18th century France and England. Both were just as corrupt.
al church remained silent in the face of the inhumanity of the slave
humanity of the working conditions of mil,ers, factory workers, Iwmen

But in England God raised up a prophet in the person of John I'lesley who not only
preached the GOSpel of personal salvation but e message of judgement and repentence
to a society that ha~ rejected the basic social teachings of Christ and the Old
Testament. As n result of the Wesleyan revival and the prophetic ministry it exer
cised, slavery and the slave trade were abolished and uany other social ills were
corrected by laymen such as William l'lilburforce Rnd Lord Shaftesbury. And many
historians believe that because of these reforms, inspired by the church, England
was spared its collision course with revolution. France was not so fortunate.

Another result of the failure of the institutional c!,urch comes from within the
church. That is the attempt to sho'.. that though we might once have been guilty of
silence in the face of social ills, we no longer are. It I S much like \'Ihen you were
little and someone told you that if you were a Christian you were e sissy. To prove
him wrong we put on a false sho\'1 of rough, tough masculinity.

I would suggest to you that this is what is taking place within our church today.
The church has been accused of being silent in the face of racial injustice, there
fore, we are quick to do everything possible tn prove that accusation wrong with
the result that sometimes the church does or says things which are interpreted as
encouragement of revolution.

All of this contributes to a third result and that is a fear and distrust that many
of us have of any prophetic ministry because anyone who stands up in society and
speaks out loud and clear for social justice lool~s and sounds very much like a
communist.

Silvia is a modern day Amos who I heard about at the Urbana Missionary conference
last December. She is a lay missionary in northern Argentina. She went there as a
teacper in an isolated little village so that she could cooperate with the Anglican
missionaries in the area. When she arrived at her post, she had to report to the
military commander, who in that area is also the civil. educational and politico.l
authority. She needed his approval for her teaching program as \"e11 as for some
improvements she ,..anted to make in the school. The presence of a large group of
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Indian children in her class disturbed the military commander.

After some weeks of reluctance on his part she was finally able to see him. When
she entered the room, the man had on his desk a file with Silvia's university rocord.
III see you have a Jewish surname and you are interesed in the lndians--much too
interested. You must be a conununist.'l

Silvia was shocked, but went on to explain why she was there. After a long talk the
man was convinced. But his suspicion is a sad commentary on the state of the
Christian church in some areas of the world.

Many times if you are interested in the Indians, the poor, or the ones who suffer,
then you must be a communist. We who are within the church have come to fear anyone
who exercises a prophetic ministry such as Amos.

The answer is not to stop at mere anger or criticism of the church. The answer to
the problem of the institutional church must be tempered with love, not the nRmby
pamby kind of romantic or sentimental love, but a strong prophetic love that is em
powered by the Holy Spirit.

Martin Luther wrote, liHe who stands still cn God's way, goes backward, and to go
forward means ever to begin anew." Criticism and anger at most is standing still on
God1s way, while Christ beckons us to go forward renewed by the power of the Holy
Spirit. 1'/e, as his fc,llOl'iers, have a prophetic ministry to carry out. \'Ie cannot
opt out of that ministry in reaction to what others in the church do or say. There
was an article in Christianity Today that aptly describes that kind of attitude.

It said, I~e New TEstament church began •••• as a lay movement (but) has deteriorated
into lihat has been acidly, but accurately described as professional pulpitism
financed by lay spectators. The church was intended to be a vibrant, redeeming
community of compassion, mission, service, witness, love and worship~-not a frater
nity of fans ..•.

"Spectator Christianity ultimately becomes critical and contemptuous, cold and cyni
cal, sterile and unproductive. It observes and criticizes others, but never gets
committed to life with Jesus Christ. 1I

In Amos we see the marks of what a true prophetic ministry entails. The first ob
vious mark of Amos 'illS his identification Idth thepoor and the week. Often when the
church does this, however, we do not identify with the real weak. So often we jump
on the bandwagon and identify. with the social issue of the month, or with the weak
after they have gained power. The real wenk in any community are apt to go unnoticed
and unheard simply because they arc too powerless to speak for themselves. The real
weak in our community are apt to be the children of both the welfare recipients and
the affluent.

The second mark of a prophetic ministry is seen in its message. It is specifically
Christian and not merely humanistic. We mus~ minister to the physical nceds of ~hc

\'ieak but as long as we do or say nothing specifically Christian we contribute to
the dominate philosophy of the day that ultimate values are to be found in material
things.

The message that God has given us is a universal message. It includes all men under
sin and offers redemption to all men by a total faith in the work of Chris t.
Our notion of sin has been terribly impoverished. We have reduced sin to those
outward signs of anti-social behaviour which nre shocking to respectable people. We
are against the violence of an alcoholic who beats his wife, or a terrorist who
blows up a building. But there is nlso the violence of those who do not need to
act violently.
Jacques Ellul, a French Reformed layman, speaks of economic violence which is lithe
violence of the privileged proprietor against his workers, of the 'haves' against
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the fhave-nots:;thc violence done in international econonic relations between our own
societies and those of South America~ AFrica, and Asia; the violence done through
p~1erful corportaitons which exploit the resources of a country that is unable to
defend itself... though no shot is fired. sherr violence is at work. 1I

FaithfUlness to theBible will teach us to preach agein about sin with the precision,
acuteness and courage of the prophets who pointed to sin expressed in social justice.
They pointed to sin where it was. even at the risk of being considered agitators.
The message that God has given us is also an offer of hope and redemption that we
are to urge other to accept. God freely offer to men, salvation, both social and
apiritual. through repentence and faid\ in Christ as Savior and Lord over all of
life--the public as well as the private.

We can witness to the power of God to liberate us from sin, if I'le are able also to
show by word and deed that '~e are being liberated from those sins of social injustice
prejudice, and selfish individualism which have brought our society to the mess it's
in.

Unfortunately we are all qUick to become angry when the General Assembly says or
does so~ething we donlt like, but we arc slow to respond to the opportunities the
church provides to share our faith in Christ.

HO\'I many of us are willing to sacrifice our time to teach a Sunday School class or
to rpovide leadership for youth groups or to organize a ministry to the many children
that play around our church who have no church of their own? How many will attend
the Celebration of Evangelism that \.ill be sponsored by the United Presbyterian
Church?

In Cincinnati, September 20-24, the United Presbyterian Church is sponsoring a
~s!ebration of evanselism designed to help Christians experience the liviQg Christ
in a new way and to share him in their everyday lives. How many of us who are anery
with the church will sacrificc a week of their vacation to attend?

Christ calls us to n life which includes risk, involvement and sacrifice for the
sake of sharing his message of salvation. He calls US to a life which includes a
cross. We tend romantically to see that cross only in the lives cf foreign mission
aries or outstanding churchmen, but I think we must come to the point \'1hare we also
see the cross in Christians who for the sake of Christ and in obedience to him try to
be witnesses in the world of labor, politics, business, in the improvement of human
relations, thc fight for peace, and the fight for justice.

Jesus touched with His presence and preachinr, every aspect of daily life. He did
not hesitate to surround himself with men from all segments of society. If he were
to come to our town today in what part of the city would He live? For whom would his
words of forgiveness be? i1ith whom \-Iould ho eat 3J\d drink? t·fay we, by his p,race,
be, counted among that number.


