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ASH WEDNESDAY SERVICE—Joel 2: 1-2, 12-17—Emmanuel Lutheran-Lancaster, 

PA—February 22, 2023—Rev. Timothy W. Sadler, Pastor 

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

  

In the beginning of the book of Joel, Joel commands the people to tell a story.  Something 

of such magnitude has happened, they must tell their children and their children’s children.  In 

fact, every generation needs to know what has taken place. 

 

 God sent a mighty army of locusts that completely devoured the land.  What one wave of 

locust didn’t ear, the next wave did.  They came in such numbers that the land was 

overwhelmed…and not one living drop remained untouched.   The entire area was devastated. 

 

 But even more devastating was the knowledge that this destruction came from the hand 

of God.  And now in the lesson we read this evening, Joel is warning the people that something 

even greater is about to be unleashed. 

 

 Joel tells them to blow the trumpet in Zion, only this time it won’t be for celebration but 

for warning.  The people must take notice. 

 

 One of my favorite sayings applies so well to this lesson.  This is special to me because 

I’ve had to learn most of the lessons of life the hard way. 

It goes like this: 

“God whispers in your soul and speaks to your heart.  Sometimes when you don’t have time to 

listen, he has to throw a brick at you.  It’s your choice: listen to the whisper or wait for the 

brick.”  

 

 No matter how spiritually strong we are of how faithful, we all need a brick from time to 

time.  That plague of locusts was Israel’s brick.  Basically, Joel is telling the Israelites that…if 

they don’t pay attention to that particular brick, then they’ll only have themselves to blame for 

what is coming next. 

 

 It seems to be the way of our God that God simply won’t leave us alone.  And while the 

bricks may hurt like anything, they are mercy…they are really mercy, for they get our 

attention…and pull us back to the God of love who refuses to give up on you and I. 

 

 The hard part sometimes is figuring out if what hit us was one of those bricks or just part 

of the normal, painful circumstances of life.  And sometimes, we won’t be able…to tell until a 

long time passes, if every then.  We just have to trust that God is with us and loves us through 

everything.  

 

 Joel calls the people to gather in assembly, but not in fear.  Joel wants them to turn to 

God in hope, because this God is slow to anger and overflowing with compassion and mercy. 

 God wants nothing less than the hearts of God’s people.  God wants our undivided 

loyalty and attention, not our fear. 
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 God tells the people to rend their hearts.  Just like the people tore their clothing as signs 

of heartfelt grief and lament, God wants the people to feel that kind of tearing of their hearts. 

 That’s how deep their grief should be, for they have been unfaithful to the God who has 

always been faithful to them. 

 

 Return to the Lord your God.  And not because you want to try and save your own skin 

and avoid God’s judgment.  God’s people are called to return to God because of the kind of 

God…he is. Our God is gracious, our God loves us with a powerful love, a faithful, 

unconditional love…the kind of love we spend our whole lives looking for and we already have 

it. 

 A true return to the Lord is a matter of the heart. When you’ve reached the end of your 

rope and know that all by yourself, you’re not enough; when you’ve tried everything you can 

think of and nothing seems to work; 

 When it finally hits you that what you’re up against is too big to be answered by human 

means—then, there is only one thing you can do. 

 

 Return to the Lord your God.  The whole community should gather and raise a lament to 

God that we aren’t the people we’re supposed to be. Even so, we dare to call upon the only 

One… 

 Who can save us because we know this God of ancient story.  And this God is faithful 

and merciful and good.  And above all that, this God loves us. 

 

 This is a God who can be trusted to have our good at heart.  We know this, because when 

nothing else would work, when the people would not rend their lives or their hearts, God’s 

answer wasn’t punishment but the cross of Jesus Christ. 

 

 That’s why we can return, because we know God has given everything to make that 

return possible.  God doesn’t shut us out but invites us further in, and gathers us in a costly 

embrace of mercy. 

 

 We need this return as much as we need to breathe.  Maybe for this season of Lent, we 

can carry the sign of the cross in our hearts and learn to fall in love with God all over again. 

 

 Return to the Lord your God, return to you first love. Breathe in God’s grace and mercy.  

Don’t be content with anything less.  Make this the purpose of your Lenten Journey. 

 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen 


