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 I am preaching this morning on our Old Testament lesson from 

Amos, but I want to begin with a topic sentence which relates to our gospel 

from Mark:  Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.”  But, 

Pastor Carl says,  “It is easier for a rich person to go through the eye of a 

needle than it is for a poor person.”  What an odd thing to say.  I will 

explain later, but for now I want to talk a little bit about our prophet, 

Amos. 

 Amos was a rancher and a tree farmer who left his vocation to serve 

as God’s prophet to the people of the northern kingdom of Israel.  As such, 

he was an outsider.  What is important to note is that Amos is bringing a 

warning from God before the collapse of either the northern kingdom or 

southern kingdom of the divided Israel.  He was preaching in a time of 

relative wealth and prosperity.  The unemployment rate was low.  Church 

attendance was high.  Things were good. 

 So it is in the midst of this affluence, richness, and success that Amos 

speaks of a need for repentance, telling Israel to, I quote, “Seek the Lord 

and live!”  This prophecy would have come as quite a surprise to a pious 

people who thought they were already seeking the Lord by their religious 

observances and customs and success.  They believed in Israeli 
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exceptionalism.  No, Amos tells them, you are not exceptional.  You must 

seek the Lord by living differently. 

 Does this apply to us in our day?  Are we affluent?  The Washington 

Post tells me that I live in a county (Loudoun) which has a higher per-

family income of any county in the United States.  It also tells me that our 

congregation is in a county which has the second highest income.  So, 

maybe it does apply to us. 

 What was it that Amos was so upset about?  Justice!  He said that 

people had been turning justice into wormwood.  I imagined wormwood to 

be wormy wood, but come to find out that it is a plant in Palestine that had 

an exceedingly sour taste and was a frequent metaphor for the bitterness 

of disaster and destruction. 

 What was it that Amos found to be unjust?  The treatment of the 

poor.  He said,  “…you trample on the poor and take from them levies of 

grain.”  He also accuses the rich of taking bribes and pushing aside the 

poor in the gate.  He means this literally.  In Amos’ day the cities had walls 

around them and one gate for entry.  It was where the poor gathered to 

beg from those coming and going.  The rich would literally shove them 

aside.  They would also extort grain and other foodstuffs from them.  They 

didn’t even have a “trickle down” economy in Amos’ day   The wealth 

stayed at the top. 

 The gate was also the public place where justice was meted out.  

Grievances were brought before public officials who would make rulings 

in disputed cases.  So, “the gate” itself became a metaphor for “the 

public.”  Today, we use the phrase, “The public square” much the same 

way.  It is society.  The poor, Amos said, were getting trampled down in 

society. 
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 Here is another place in this text in which we might want to listen 

closely.  We live in a world in which twenty percent of the population uses 

eighty percent of the world’s resources.  In the United States 10% of the 

people hold 80% of the wealth.  The wealthy become wealthier because it is 

much easier for them to use their financial security to gain more financial 

security, more political power, more prestige.  The entire system is set up 

to make it easier for the wealthy and harder for those who live in poverty.  

Today we shove aside the poor in the gate by our tax law, our lending 

practices, and our attitudes toward poverty. 

 In one of my previous lives it was my responsibility to raise money 

for a Lutheran ministry to the aging in Ohio.  It was my job to schmooze 

with rich people – to attend their parties, to frequent their country clubs, 

and to visit their homes.  Here’s what I found out about wealthy people:  

They are very gracious and generous people.  They are fun, have 

wonderful personalities, go to church, are healthy, and helped me out in 

innumerable ways.  I genuinely like rich people.   

 But here’s the thing.  It is easier for a rich person to go through the 

eye of a needle than a poor person.  Rich people can order up bigger 

needles.  Or they can to their home gyms and work out on their Pelatons so 

they can squeeze through small spaces.  In the future maybe they can have 

themselves teleported through the needle.  I don’t know!  My point here is 

that it is much easier for wealthy people to be happy, contented, generous, 

industrious, inventive, and gracious than it is for poor people.  It is said 

that for every rags-to-riches story there are ten more stories of rags to no 

rags at all.  Poverty blights success.  It does not inspire it. 

 I also deal with poor people in and around our Hunters Woods 

Plaza.  Here’s what I have found out about them.  Many times they have 

attitudes which rub me the wrong way.  Sometimes they tell lies to con me 
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out of food or money.  I often suspect they use the money I give them to 

buy things I don’t approve of.  But, you know what?  When you are 

hungry you will do or say most anything to get a bite to eat.  When all of 

your energy is spent trying to figure out where you are going to sleep 

tonight or worrying that the weather is getting colder, then it is pretty 

hard to have a gracious easy going fun-loving personality. 

 One of our attitudes which serve to push aside the poor in the gate is 

that their problems are the cause of their poverty.  They are poor because 

they are mentally ill.  Or they are poor because they are alcoholic.  Or they 

are poor because they are dishonest.  Many times these things are not the 

causes of poverty, but the result of it.  The bi-products of poverty are 

mistaken for the cause.  It is convenient to think this way because, if it is all 

the victim’s fault, we have no responsibility to them.  You try living in 

abject poverty for just one week and see how you change in just a short 

period of time. 

 Jesus’ words about rich people came in response to a rich man who 

asked him what he needed to do to inherit eternal life.  He was a good man.  

Sincere.  But Jesus did not judge him.  He loved him.  And he counseled 

him not to try to find life by consuming, but by giving up of himself for the 

sake of others.  And the message he had for that rich man he has for you 

and me.  

  

  

  

 

 

  

 



 5 

  

 

  

Discussion questions: 

 

Jesus said,  “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 

for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.”   This statement: 

a)  Applies to me. 

b) Applies to other people. 

c) Makes me think 

Comments? 

 

Which is the truer statement? 

a)   Alcololism is the leading cause of poverty. 

b)   Poverty is the leading cause of alcoholism.  

c) Comments? 

 

Christmas is approaching.  How can we be less consuming and more 

giving? 

 


