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Leeds Minster   6.30pm    9th February 2014 
Fourth Sunday before Lent (Epiphany 5)    Choral Evensong 
Readings: Amos 2:4-end; Mark 1:29-39 
Opening prayer: Almighty God, the heavens and the earth are the work of your hands, all 
things happen within the compass of your divine providence; and to you be praise and 
thanksgiving, honour and glory, now and for ever.  
Amos 4:13 – “For lo, the one who forms the mountains, creates the wind, reveals his 
thoughts in mortals, makes the morning darkness, and treads on the heights of the earth – 
the Lord, the God of hosts, is his name!” 
I begin with a question which is a matter of debate amongst bible scholars. Was Amos a 
Prophet of Doom or a Prophet of Hope? Was his message simply that the injustices and 
abuses of the society to which he addressed his prophecies of forthcoming calamity had 
brought into being a situation of hopelessness? Or does his abiding message of God’s 
power as Lord of all Creation and as Sovereign Ruler of the events of history speak of a 
flickering light of hope even in the darkest and most desperate of situations? 
Scholars believe that the opening verse of Chapter 1 of the Book of Amos was the work or a 
later editor. It tells us that it was from being a shepherd in Tekoa that Amos was called to be 
a prophet. And that his prophecies were concerned with the nation of Israel in the days of 
King Uzziah of Judah and King Jeroboam II of Israel. Mysteriously, it also dates the 
prophecies to a time two years before what it calls “the earthquake”.  
It was around the year 922BCE that King Solomon died and his Kingdom then became 
divided into two – Israel to the north and Judah to the south. And, following this division, 
Uzziah was in due time the 10th King of Judah and Jeroboam II was the 13th King of Israel. 
So that dates the prophetic ministry of Amos to around the middle of the 8th Century BCE. 
Around about 170 years after the death of King Solomon. And that is to say contemporary 
with the expansion of the Assyrian Empire and a little over 250 years before the Babylonian 
conquest of Jerusalem.  
Tekoa was a village a few miles south of Jerusalem. So that might mean that Amos was a 
southerner whose activity as a seer and prophet took place in the northern kingdom of 
Israel, though some scholars do take a different view. What we can say with confidence is 
that Amos was the first prophet to use the phrase “The Day of the Lord”. And thus a theme 
then begins to run through Scripture concerning the Day of the Lord which will be good 
news for those who live by the ways of justice and mercy and compassion. But the message 
for those who do not is that the Day of the Lord is something to be dreaded. 
Jewish traditions, including the Talmud and the historian Josephus, attribute the earthquake 
mentioned in the Book of Amos to an event when King Uzziah’s pride and self-importance 
and anger led him to seize a censer in order to offer incense in the Temple in place of the 
duly appointed priests. This is indeed an event to which 2 Chronicles Chapter 26 Verse 19 
refers. However, in the biblical account of Uzziah’s sacrilegious act there is no mention of 
the earthquake though we are told that it resulted in him being struck down with leprosy. 
Intriguingly there is firm geological evidence of an earthquake of the magnitude of around 
8.2 on the Richter Scale having happened in the Holy Land within 25 years either side of the 
year 760BCE – which is the period in history to which the prophecies of Amos are dated! A 
Richter Scale measurement of 8.2 is quite some earthquake, by the way! 
Chapters 7 and 8 of the Book of Amos contain two pairs of visions. The first pair of visions 
represent a call to repentance – the prophet considers that there is still hope that the people 
will listen to the prophetic message. In the second pair of visions, Amos abandons the hope 
of repentance and acknowledges, instead, that the refusal of the people and their rulers to 
listen to the message of the prophets will have inevitable and tragic consequences. 
Well my first job when I left school was as a clerical officer in fire insurance underwriting with 
what was then the Royal Exchange Assurance Company. It is from that experience that I 
know that domestic fire insurance cover includes in the small print reimbursement for 
damage by reason of storm, tempest, burst pipes or flood. What the small print of a fire 
insurance policy does exclude is liability what the insurance companies regard as an Act of 
God. 
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Now I learned to drive a car during my first year as a Curate in Stansted Mountfitchet in the 
early 1980’s. I was due to take a driving test at Bishops’ Stortford Test Centre just a few 
weeks before Christmas. Whilst I was in the waiting room with my driving instructor, the sky 
suddenly became very dark and a rainstorm of almost biblical proportions began in earnest. 
The Chief Examiner came into the waiting room and announced to everyone that, in view of 
the adverse weather, all driving tests for the rest of the afternoon were cancelled forthwith; 
and that further information should be sought from the DVLA (the Driver Vehicle Licensing 
Centre). My driving instructor had never encountered this before and so he took me back to 
the British School of Motoring offices for further advice. The chap in the BSM office phoned 
the DVLA and was told that a new driving test would be offered at the earliest possible date 
but that I was not entitled to any compensation for the cancellation of the driving test - as 
what had happened was an Act of God. Which the BSM people thought was very funny! 
My son, who was 8 at the time, suggested that God must have known that I was going to fail 
and wanted to save me from any embarrassment. I did get another test date just a few 
weeks’ later, by the way, and I was the very last person to pass at Bishops’ Stortford that 
day on what was the last working day before Christmas. So quite a nice Christmas present! 
Whether or not that was an Act of God, I will leave you to ponder!  
In any event, we should probably ask ourselves this question - what is it that constitutes an 
Act of God? And all the more especially perhaps we should consider whether a rational 
person in the 21st Century would really hold that, for example, the ongoing rainfall, the 
flooding, and the freak weather conditions, which have blighted the south-west of England in 
recent days and weeks, and caused such immense human suffering, can be attributed to an 
“Act of God”? And even – as someone from UKIP apparently suggested - be considered to 
be a matter of divine retribution? Any right-thinking person would almost certainly not think 
or say that; and even when insurance companies - and the DVLA - use this kind of language 
of an “Act of God”, it doesn’t in fact really seem to mean that they hold God responsible for 
adverse weather conditions. Rather it simply means that they don’t necessarily regard 
themselves as liable for any damage that arises - if it can be argued that exceptional 
weather events are outside the scope of their own sphere of responsibility. And so that is 
just one of the reasons why we should always be careful to check the small print of an 
insurance policy! As an insurance agent said to me some years ago, never assume 
anything! 
What we do recognise is that the way in which, over the past 20 years or so, extreme 
weather conditions appear almost to have become the norm for us here in the UK makes it 
harder and harder to resist the conclusion that climate change is a reality with which we 
have to come to terms. 
But whatever we make of all of this, for people of faith, there remains an ongoing confidence 
in the loving providence of God. And so, contemporary theologians interpret the workings of 
the universe in terms of freedom of action and free will. So that means in turn that God 
largely chooses to act in a hidden way so that his ongoing purpose is evident through his 
seeking to bring about his loving intentions principally  by way of benign influence and gentle 
persuasion. But that, at the heart of faith, there is the conviction and confidence that in the 
end his loving and compassionate purposes cannot finally be thwarted. 
And this is why Amos can in the end be regarded as a Prophet of Hope rather than a 
Prophet of Doom. Because the Book of Amos ends optimistically - with a series of 
prophecies concerning the restoration of the Davidic Kingdom of Israel – “they shall rebuild 
the ruined cities and inhabit them”, he says, “they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, 
and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit”; “they shall never again be plucked up out of 
the land that I have given them”. 
The abiding message of the Prophecy of Amos, then, is that God is faithful. He calls his 
people to live by his ways of justice, mercy and compassion. And he assures us that he will 
never in the end abandon us. We are indeed his people, the sheep of his pasture, called by 
name to be his faithful servants. We belong to him for ever.  


