IMPOVERISHMENT, DEBTS, AND SLAVERY IN AMOS

In his article, "A Time of Grace in Order to Begin Anew: The Sabbath Year in Exodus 21:2-11 and Deuteronomy 15:1-18" (RIBLA 33, 1999), Haroldo Reimer turns to the Prophet Amos to explain the relationship between impoverishment, debts, and slavery in Eighth Century BCE Israel, when the Jubilee/Sabbath mandates for the cancellation of debts and the liberation of slaves probably were formulated.  Amos' denunciation of debt slavery is expressed in 2:6b:


...because they sell the righteous for silver,


and the needy for a pair of sandals.

"The typical situation behind Amos’ denunciation is this: A poor peasant receives a credit from another Israelite and on that occasion gives his sandals as a symbolic act for the mortgaging of his land.  If he is unable to repay the debt, for whatever reason, the debtor becomes a dependent of the creditor; he becomes his servant.  From that moment the creditor takes on rights over the debtor and over his land portion.”

This same denunciation appears in Amos 8:4-6, where the prophet exposes the evil intentions and practices by which the poor were defrauded.  


Hear this, you that trample on the needy


and bring to ruin the poor of the land, saying,


“When will the new moon be over so that we may sell grain;


and the Sabbath, so that we may offer wheat for sale?


We will make the ephah small and the shekel great,


And practice deceit with false balances,


Buying the poor for silver


And the needy for a pair of sandals,


And selling the sweepings of the wheat.”

The criticism is directed against those who have stored grain and offer it as a loan to those who need it.  They reduce the epha, which is the measure for grain, and increase the siclo, which is the weight for measuring coin, giving them extra profit through both.  By falsifying the scales, the fraud is not just double but triple.  "The objective is to 'buy' the weak through negotiations of money and their land through mortgages.  The poor debtors become servants of the rich who make the loans."
Reference is made to the Sabbath Day, i.e., to the merchants' impatience to get on with their exploitative business transactions, but no reference is made to the cancellation of debts and liberation of slaves in the Sabbath Year, which may indicate that the Sabbath Year mandates were not yet in place or that the prophets' call for justice was much more radical, superseding those mandates.
How are the poor "sold" for money or "a pair of sandals" today?  What are the unjust mechanisms by which the poor are defrauded in today's global economy?  What do today's prophets and prophetic churches call us to do?
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