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“Senate Passes Sweeping Financial Reform.”

 “Obama Hails Passage of Financial Overhaul.”

“Largest Economic Reform Since Great Depression.”

So the headlines read this week.  

The legislations, called the Dodd-Frank bill, came in response to the financial sector meltdown that plunged the U.S.—and the world—into the current recession.  According to its proponents the new regulations placed on banks, mortgage companies and other financial institutions will forever protect citizens from the greed and mismanagement that supposedly caused the problem.

We can hope that will be the case, but color me skeptical.  I just don’t think it will prove to be the answer for which the bill’s backers hope.   Of course, I am no expert on such matters.  But I do have a pretty good understanding of human nature.  And it is human nature to break the rules.  After all, there were rules in place that, if followed, would have averted or at least lessened the current crisis.  But instead of playing by them, huge financial institutions played fast with them.  They fudged numbers rather than use acceptable accounting practices.  They developed creative financial instruments to bend federal regulations.  They came up with creative legal interpretations to justify questionable practices.  The people responsible for what happened knew the rules; they just broke them.  And that is human nature.  It is as old as Adam and Eve feasting on forbidden fruit and the Hebrew people dancing before the Golden Calf.  It is as common as King David sleeping with Bathsheba and the kings of Israel building shrines to Baal.  Human nature declares that rules are made to be broken. 
Take our reading this morning from the Book of Amos.  
God had given the people of Israel pretty clear regulations when it came to conducting business.  

· In the book of Exodus, in the Ten Commandments, he told the people:  "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God.  On it you shall not do any work.”
· In the book of Leviticus, God told the people:   "Don’t use dishonest standards when measuring length, weight or quantity. Use honest scales and honest weights, an honest ephah and an honest hin.”  (The “ephah” was a standard measure of bulk goods.  It was roughly three-fifths of a half-bushel.  A “hin” was a liquid measure, sort of a four-quart measuring cup.)
· In the book of Deuteronomy, God told the people:  “Don’t have two differing weights in your bag—one heavy, one light. Don’t have two differing measures in your house—one large, one small.  You must have accurate and honest weights and measures, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you.” 
· And God had even regulated how people were supposed to handle those that failed to pay their bills.  In Leviticus he said, "If one of your countrymen becomes poor and is unable to support himself, help him…so he can continue to live among you.”  And if that is not possible and the debtor must sell himself to pay the debt, God said:  “Do not make him work as a slave. Treat him as a hired worker or a temporary resident; and then, in the year of Jubilee, set him and his family free.”
We are not talking here about thousands of pages of bureaucratic babble.  These were simple rules, signed into law by God.  And every Israelite businessman knew them.  

And yet God sends Amos to declare judgment because the people of Israel had broken even these rules.  They sat in worship celebrating their special relationship with God, while counting the minutes until they could open their shops and sell their wares.  They made their baskets a little smaller than they advertised.  They used a shekel—a weight—that was heavier than it was supposed to be.  And then there was the every present thumb cleverly kept on their scales and the worthless chaff they mixed in with the grain they sold.  

And when their customers fell behind in their payments?  

They sent debt collectors to their door or bought them for the price of cheap sneakers. 
Breaking the rules is what people have always done.  Do you really think people have changed?  Do we really believe that now, after all these years, people will suddenly adhere to the letter of the law?  
I doubt it.  In fact, I suspect there are CEOs, mid-level managers and corporate attorneys sitting in churches this very morning identifying loopholes in the new law.  And they will figure out a way around it.  
Yet what this reminds us is that our crisis, like that of Israel before us, doesn’t really from a lack of regulations or even disregarding of them.  The problem arises from our view of each other.  It arises from a lack of respect for those God has created.  It comes because we too often treat one another as products to be exploited rather than partners to be upheld, as commodities to be used rather than compatriots created by God.  People are valuable not because they buy our products or increase our profits, or, dare I say it, fill our pews, but because they have been created in the image of God.  And God expects those who bear his image to treat each other with respect and dignity, to seek not one’s own gain but what is best for all.

That is a message God gave Amos.  Yes, the prophet delivers a scathing oracle of judgment.  His words are harsh, and the picture of doom he casts is frightening.  One can easily read it and conclude that the die is cast, destruction is sure.  God will destroy Israel.
But what we can too often forget is that prophets were not declaring inevitable futures.  They were not appearing after God’s mind had been made up to declare, “Boy, you’ve screwed up now.  God is going to get you.”  Instead, they came to warn people of what would happen if they did not turn back to God, if they did not repent, if they did not do as God willed.  
Here Amos is warning the people of Israel, particularly the business people, to treat the average working stiff with the respect due any and every child of God.  He is reminding them that they cannot separate their love of God from their love of neighbor, their worship from their ethics, their hearing the word from their doing of it.  He urges them to respect others rather than use them.
Of course, this prophetic message, this divine warning, is not isolated.  It can be found, in one form or another, among all the prophets.  And it comes to be repeated in the ministry of Jesus Christ.  
In Mark’s Gospel Jesus goes to the temple shortly after his triumphal entry into Jerusalem on what we call Palm Sunday.  And there he finds the moneychangers busy at their trade.  They are exchanging coins that bear the face of Caesar for those that are acceptable for use in the dwelling place of God.  There he finds those who are selling pigeons and other sacrificial animals to worshippers who need them.  All they are doing seems just fine to them, just a way to make a little profit.  But Christ is not impressed because he knows the truth. They are using people.  They are manipulating the poor who have to use some of their meager funds to buy acceptable coinage.  They are exploiting travelers who have come too far to bring animals of their own.  Oh, it all looks good.  They can spin it as providing a valuable service to the people of God.  But it is not true.  They have come to see people as cash cows, as those they could use for their own profit. They had turned God’s house, a house of prayer, into a den of robbers.  
And that is why Jesus drives them out and overturns their tables.  He warns them that they are never again to view others, particularly the poor, as commodities to be used, as products to be exploited, but rather as children of God.  He warns them to treat people with the respect God’s children deserve. 

A brief story.

Mike Wolf ran a little grocery store a half mile from where I grew up.  It was a small, white block building, maybe the size of a one-car garage.  Inside it there were only a couple of aisles.  Down one you could find, on one side, bread and flour, sugar and canned goods.  On the other were life’s essentials—candy bars, bubble gum and Animal Crackers. In the old white and glass meat case, Mike kept hamburger, a steak or two, and fresh bologna ready to be slice.  Behind the counter, with its old, mechanical cash register, were stacks of Marlboros and rows of Mail Pouch.  The fact is, by modern standards, Mike’s store wasn’t much. It would pale in comparison to the world’s worst Stripes. And yet people often skipped the Kroger downtown or the larger IGA down the road to buy from Mike.
Why?

Because Mike followed one simple rule.  Taped under the glass countertop was the one rule by which Mike did business.  “In everything,” it read, “do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.”

Mike understood that the people who came through his doors weren’t commodities to be used or products to be exploited for profit.  They were children of God, and he treated them that way.  
What our culture needs is not more rules, more regulations.  We don’t need more legislative fixes or bureaucratic controls.  What we need is a renewal of respect.  What we need are people treating others the way they would want to be treated. What we need are people—people like and you and me—who can see in others the divine image of our God.  Amen.

