Setting Our Sails: The Prophet Amos, A Compassionate Compass
Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul,

And sings the tune – without the words,

And never stops at all,

And sweetest in the gale is heard;

And sore must be the storm

That could abash the little bird

That kept so many warm.

I’ve heard it in the chillest land,

And on the strangest sea;

Yet, never, in extremity,

It asked a crumb of me.

I first heard that poem, written by Emily Dickinson, as part of Beth Loughhead’s 2005 Easter Sunday sermon, Longing for Hope: From Heartaches to Hallelujahs.  Now, you might think that as an English major – especially one who really loves poetry and who read quite a lot of Emily Dickinson – that 2005 would not have marked my first encounter with that poem.  But Emily Dickinson wrote a lot of poetry – she wrote over 1700 poems in her lifetime – and so her stirring poem about the prevalence of hope was one that I had not stumbled across before that moment when Beth used it in her sermon.  It was the first stanza that she used: “Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul, / And sings the tune – without the words, / And never stops at all…” and from that moment, that first stanza stuck with me…it lodged itself in my brain – I suppose you could say that it perched there in my soul – and from time to time, especially in moments of confusion or when things feel muddled up or hopeless, it pops up, and I find myself reciting it, silently, to myself.  “Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul…”


I found myself thinking of this poem a lot this week, as I thought about my part of this two-part sermon series on the prophet Amos.  Last week, Beth introduced us to Amos…to the hard-working rancher and shepherd from Judah who was so troubled by the excesses and abuses of wealth and of power and by the lack of justice and of righteousness and social responsibility and proper worship in the northern kingdom of Israel that he was compelled, called, to travel north and prophesy to the people there.  Amos was not a prophet by birth or even by trade, yet he was inspired…he was compelled…he was called by God to offer a word from God…to urge the people of the northern kingdom to set their sails for goodness and for right.  His voice, the caustic and sometimes difficult words that he delivered to them, served as a compass, compelling them to follow the path shown to them by God, to worship fully and honestly, and to seek and to choose goodness.  


Sometimes, as we heard read from the scripture last week, Amos’ words seemed a little harsh.  Last week we heard these words from God, delivered by the prophet: 

[Beth reads] They hate the one who reproves in the gate, and they abhor the one who speaks the truth.  Therefore because you trample on the poor and take from them levies of grain, you have built houses of hewn stone, but you shall not live in them; you have planted pleasant vineyards, but you shall not drink their wine.  For I know how many are your transgressions, and how great are your sins – you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, and push aside the needy in the gate.  Therefore the prudent will keep silent in such a time; for it is an evil time.  Seek good and not evil, that you may live; and so the Lord, the God of hosts, will be with you, just as you have said, Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate; it may be that the Lord, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.  Therefore says the Lord, the God of hosts, the Lord: In all the squares there shall be wailing; and in all the streets they shall say, “Alas!  alas!” They shall call the farmers to mourning, and those skilled in lamentation to wailing; in all the vineyards there shall be wailing, for I will pass through in the midst of you, says the Lord. … I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.  Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals, I will not look upon.  Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps.  But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.

The prophet tells the people that because of their empty worship, their bad choices, their lack of care for those most in need, they will build houses they will never live in, and plant vineyards from which they will never enjoy a harvest.  They live in an evil time – a time so evil and with worship so empty and meaningless that God literally hates the sound of their songs and of their worship.  These are difficult words to hear – important words – but difficult words.  The prophet Amos was called to be a caustic compass to the people.  


But then, this week…there is something of a change of tone…here, in a few short, scant verses at the very end of the book, there is something of a post script…almost an after-thought…some words of compassion from the prophet…some words of hope.  Hope, that thing with feathers, has perched not only in Amos’ soul, but also, through these closing words of a promise from God of restoration, renewal, and rebuilding, in the souls of the people of ancient Israel…and also in our own souls.  


Why would the prophet Amos, after reproving the people so strongly, so harshly, even…after calling them out – and rightly so – for the moral transgressions of their day, offer this vision of a kinder and gentler day, of a day in which God would restore the broken and rebuild the nations?  Hear those words again:

[Beth reads] On that day I will raise up the booth of David that is fallen, and repair its breaches, and raise up its ruins, and rebuild it as in the days of old…The time is surely coming, says the Lord…I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit.  I will plant them upon their land, and they shall never again be plucked up out of the land I have given them, says the Lord your God.

I think it’s because of the power of hope – that with God, there is no darkness so great it can hold back the dawn.  That God wants us to choose good, to worship rightly, to work for economic justice and righteousness, to be God’s partners in building up the world…and that God is in the work…in the moving forward…in the trying – even in the failing – and where God is, hope and compassion are there, too.


In the second stanza of the poem, Dickinson says that the song of the little bird is heard “sweetest in the gale.”  And that’s the thing about hope.  We never need its song more – we never feel more comforted to hear it – than when things feel the darkest.  But then, in the midst of the very darkest of moments, there is that sweet song…the tune without the words…and that is where God is.


On the brink of entering this century, writer Tom Sine was taking stock of all that had happened in the world during the 20th century, and he had this to say: “The jubilant dancing on the Berlin Wall is the dance of God.  The songs of freedom sung exuberantly by South African children are the songs of God.  The ardent prayers of East European young people are the prayers of God, and the longings for peace in the Middle East are the longings of God.  Our God is alive and well – and not found only in songs of celebration.  Our God can also be heard in the cries of pain in the prisons of El Salvador, the scenes of desperation in the urban wastelands of the United States and the mounting famines in…Africa.  Our God fully participates in both the pain and the hope that fills our world.”
  God’s song…the song of hope…is a song that can be heard, even through the midst of the greatest darkness.

Britney Gengel was an American college student living in Haiti a little over a year ago.  She was one of the countless people who died in last year’s massive earthquake there that destroyed the nation and left a million-and-a-half of the quake’s survivors homeless.  On January 12, 2010, the 19-year-old was in Haiti with her youth group, visiting and volunteering at a Haitian orphanage.  Just hours before the quake struck, she sent a text message to her parents, saying that she wanted to move to Haiti to help build an orphanage for those in need.  And then…the earthquake came.  And Britney Gengel’s hotel collapsed.  Her family waited, like so many other families, all around the world, anxiously, wondering if their daughter was alive or dead.  For 33 days they waited…until finally the news arrived that Britney Gengel had lost her life, trapped in the collapsed building of the Montana Hotel.  Britney’s family was in darkness.  They were in the midst of the storm.  But, somehow, deep in their souls, something began to stir…that thing with feathers began to flutter…and they began to develop a plan for a new thing.  Born out of their sorrow and their loss, they established a foundation to build an orphanage in Haiti, just as their daughter had wanted to do…an orphanage that would serve some of those in the very greatest need in the tiny country…an orphanage in their own daughter’s memory.
  And this year, at the end of December, Britney’s father, Len Gengel, helped to break ground for construction of that orphanage.
  God was there, participating fully in Britney’s family’s pain…and fully in their healing.  In the midst of the very darkest moments, there is that sweet song…the tune without the words…and that is where God is.  


Author and theologian Henri Nouwen had this to say: “Hope means to keep living amid desperation and to keep humming in the darkness.  Hope is knowing that there is love; it is trust in tomorrow; it is falling asleep and waking again when the sun rises.  In the midst of a gale at sea, it is to discover land.  In the eyes of another, it is to see that he understands you.  As long as there is still hope, there will also be prayer.  And God will be holding you in [God’s] hands.”


In the midst of dark moments…even the kinds of dark moments that the prophet Amos saw…there is that thing with feathers that stirs in the soul…there is the tune without the words…there is hope.  And that is where God is.  


Emily Dickinson brings her poem to a close by noting that she’s heard the song of hope “in the chillest land / and on the strangest sea.”  Amos, in a foreign land, surrounded by people who would have considered him an enemy, must surely have had that feeling of being adrift in a strange sea…of being cast in the middle of a cold and uncaring land.  We don’t always feel like we are on comfortable ground.  We don’t always feel like we understand the experiences, the places, or the situations in which we find ourselves.  And yet, the song of hope sings there, too.  The song of hope sings in our souls even when we might feel lost and alone.  


And the song of hope was singing for the people to whom Amos spoke – to the people to whom he was delivering a difficult message.  The song of hope sings in the closing verses of the book.  The song of hope sings in the fact that a time “is surely coming…when the one who plows shall overtake the one who reaps, and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed; and the mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it…” and the fortunes of God’s people shall be restored.  Amos speaks a caustic word to the people, but he also speaks a compassionate word to the people – choose good, and not evil…worship rightly…work for justice and for righteousness…not because of fear, but because of hope.  Do it, because of the hope of the goodness that is yet to be.  Do it, because of the hope that things can yet be better.  


In 1995 Washington Post columnist William Raspberry wrote “One of the remarkable phenomena of our time is the persistence of the belief among those in power that we can coerce people into decent behavior if only we make punishment tough enough.  We keep imagining that the problem is that…people aren’t frightened enough.  The real problem is that…people aren’t hopeful enough.”  Amos knew that to enact change, people needed not to be frightened – they needed to be hopeful.  In our own time, we know that things are not perfect…there is war, there is poverty, there is hunger, there is sorrow, there is violence.  Things are broken.  Things are not as God would want them.  We are called to help to work to bring God’s light to the world.  We are called to help to bring God’s hope to the world.  We are called to help to repair that which is broken.   Not because we are afraid…but because of the hope that stirs our souls when we think of what could be.  


In the British Museum there is a painting called “Hope.”  In the background of the painting one can see the familiar and distinctive outlines of the continents and the oceans of Earth.  In the foreground, however, is a woman, seated at a harp.  Most of the harp strings are broken, dangling loosely from the top of the harp, or lying uselessly across her lap.  The harp has just one string still tautly strung.  And yet…it has that one string…hope is plucking that one string…letting the tune without the words stir our souls.  That is where God is. 


For Amos, in spite of all that was wrong, in spite of all that he condemned, that one harp string remained.  It remained in the hope that the people could change – that the people…that we…can still change.  It remained in the hope of rebuilding.  It remained in the hope of new life.  It remained in the hope of new possibility.  It remained in the hope of God.  It remained, the thing with feathers, that perches in the soul…and sings the tune – without the words…and never stops…at all.

Amen.  
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