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Communion Meditation

Christian churches have developed different traditions and rituals and practices so that they can do as the Lord Jesus Christ commanded us and celebrate this Meal together.  I dare say that we have many different practices even amongst Disciples Churches.  Should you go to other denominations you would often find things very different.  Yet when you see this Table with the Bread and the Cup, you would know and understand its meaning immediately.  

Our celebration of the Lord’s Table is something that unites all Christians.  We do not do this in private.  It is something we do as a body.  It symbolizes our unity as a whole body in Christ.

We are not the ones who are responsible for making the Church unite.  God has already said that the Church IS one.

So ‘How do we get the Church to become one?’ is not the question.  The real question is, "Are we manifesting this oneness?  How can we best manifest this oneness as we live together during this time before Christ returns?"  Coming together here at this table is one way in which we can manifest the unity that is ours in Christ.  Let’s read the very words of Jesus on that first night when He gave us this tradition.

Matthew 26:26-29 - While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body."  Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

The Worst Famine

There are twelve “minor prophets” in the Old Testament.  Amos is one of these.  Do you know why these prophets are called “minor”?  It is not because the message they have to bring is unimportant; rather the books that they wrote are very short.  Our Scripture this morning is most of the 8th chapter of Amos.  This reading is in the form of poetry.  Let’s read it first, and then we’ll try to understand what was happening that caused the prophet to write this and how we can apply it to our own lives.

Amos 8:1-12 – This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: a basket of ripe fruit.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           "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 that day," declares the Sovereign LORD, "the songs in the temple will turn to wailing.  Many, many bodies—flung everywhere! Silence!"

Hear this, you who trample the needy 
       and do away with the poor of the land,

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,

buying the poor with silver 
       and the needy for a pair of sandals, 
       selling even the sweepings with the wheat.

The LORD has sworn by the Pride of Jacob: "I will never forget anything they have done.

"Will not the land tremble for this, 
       and all who live in it mourn? 
       The whole land will rise like the Nile; 
       it will be stirred up and then sink 
       like the river of Egypt.

"In that day," declares the Sovereign LORD, 
       "I will make the sun go down at noon 
       and darken the earth in broad daylight.

I will turn your religious feasts into mourning 
       and all your singing into weeping. 
       I will make all of you wear sackcloth 
       and shave your heads. 
       I will make that time like mourning for an only son 
       and the end of it like a bitter day.

"The days are coming," declares the Sovereign LORD, 
       "when I will send a famine through the land— 
       not a famine of food or a thirst for water, 
       but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.

Men will stagger from sea to sea 
       and wander from north to east, 
       searching for the word of the LORD, 
       but they will not find it.

I have to admit that I am a bit guilty of doing what I am going to talk about.  We all are.  I don’t think it would be possible to maintain our sanity unless we did it to some extent.  All of us compartmentalize our lives.  We keep one sphere separate from another.  Sometimes you just have to leave at home what's going on at home when you show up at work.  Sometimes you have to leave the pressures of work at work when you come home.  When you come to church you can't let distractions rob you of the opportunity to meet God.  Right?

But what about our personal character?  Are we one kind of person in one situation and a different one in another?  For instance, is it okay to be honest in one sphere of life but dishonest in another?  Can we be kind here and cruel there?  Is that what God expects?  I think this is what was happening in Israel.  Some have described this as being "two-faced."  Amos sees it and God sees it and it makes both of them angry.

You probably know that the prophets often foretold the future, but what many people do not know is that much of what they did was like preaching.  They were a bit like a prosecuting attorney, pointing at God's Word, God's Law, and saying, "I have a case against you, O Israel!"  And, of course, they warned the people of the consequences of breaking the law.

So, here Amos stands up, probably in the middle of the public square there in Samaria, and brings a lawsuit against the people. The case against them is that have mistreated the weak and the poor.  Let me paraphrase what he says.  

"You are trampling the needy under your feet…like they are nothing more than insects to you!  You are impatient for the holy days to end so you can get back out to the market place.  And when you’re in the marketplace you’re cheating your customers!  You use inaccurate scales and when you fill the basket to be weighed you include the chaff and the dirt from the floor along with the wheat!"

You see, cruelty, dishonesty and greed have become rampant.

But look!  These people remain "religious."    These are not pagans God is talking to!  Look what he says their punishment will be. “I will turn your religious feasts into mourning…[I will make] your singing into weeping.”  These are people who worship in the temple.  They keep the religious feasts. They sing to the Lord.  But their religion is making no impact on their lives.  The religious things they do have become empty rituals.  Their religious rites have become like lucky charms.  “If I go to church and give God an hour, and if I put a few dollars in the offering plate then I’ve kept the covenant.   Now I can act as I please, and God is obligated to bless and prosper me!”

They have compartmentalized their lives!  Picture a cabinet or desk with doors and drawers and shelves.  The top drawer represents my children.  Over here is my relationship with my spouse.  This area is for God.  This section is for my business dealings.  The different spheres of life are totally unrelated.  They didn't want their spiritual face to be seen at work, and they certainly didn't want their business face to be seen at church!

This, says Amos, is not what God intended.  The religious practices that God put in place were supposed to mold and shape people's character so that they would be godly people everywhere they went, whatever they were doing.

Punishment for this refusal to follow God's way is, Amos says, on the way.  Right around the corner is the terrible, cruel Assyrian army, and they are going to sweep down from the north and destroy Israel's cities and deport many of the people.

But the worst punishment of all is the famine that's coming.   NOT a famine of food or water, but of hearing of the word of God.  God will just take his hands off.  They may inquire of Him, but He will not respond.  For us this would be as if all of our Bibles were confiscated and burned, and God took His Holy Spirit from us.  I don't believe that God would ever do that, but how horrible it would be!  How would we know whether or not our lives were pleasing to God?  How would we know whether or not we were on the right path?  We would become like animals, with no moral and spiritual guidance, no spiritual life, no relationship with our Creator.

There is only one condition I can think of which might be worse than this.  It would be if God’s Word IS available and the Holy Spirit IS ready to teach and to guide, but people refuse to seek God, refuse to ask what it is that God wants and how God can help.  They don't want to know!  They don't care whether they are on the right path or not!  How lost!  How blind!  How pitiful!

But sadly, that is how many, many people act!  That is why it is so important for us to give a witness, to "give evidence" that God is alive and is active in our lives.  Maybe God will use us to draw these poor souls to himself for salvation and life!  God make it so!

Benediction

May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, that thy way may be known upon earth, thy saving power among the nations. ~ Psalm 67:1-2 

