
Joel 2:1–2, 12–17  
Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
sound the alarm on my holy mountain! 
Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, 
for the day of the LORD is coming, it is near-- 
2 a day of darkness and gloom, 
a day of clouds and thick darkness! 
Like blackness spread upon the mountains 
a great and powerful army comes; 
their like has never been from of old, 
nor will be again after them 
in ages to come. 

12 Yet even now, says the LORD, 
return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13 rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the LORD, your God, 
for he is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, 
and relents from punishing. 
14 Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, 
and leave a blessing behind him, 
a grain offering and a drink offering 
for the LORD, your God? 
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
sanctify a fast; 
call a solemn assembly; 
16 gather the people. 
Sanctify the congregation; 
assemble the aged; 
gather the children, 
even infants at the breast. 
Let the bridegroom leave his room, 
and the bride her canopy. 
17 Between the vestibule and the altar 
let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep. 
Let them say, "Spare your people, O LORD, 
and do not make your heritage a mockery, 
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a byword among the nations. 
Why should it be said among the peoples, 
"Where is their God?'" 
18 Then the LORD became jealous for his land, 
and had pity on his people.

 Today we begin Lent, our time of repentance and fasting, alms giving and deliberate 
contemplation of our collective end. We're really in the middle, though. It really wasn't all that 
long ago when we heard the story's beginning with Jesus' birth and shining, epiphanic presence 
among us. Nevertheless, we're already turning to the end...and in just 40 short days, we'll 
experience resurrection joy which is both end and beginning. Since we are people of short 
attention spans and a flair for drama, we condense all of this beginning, ending, and beginning 
again into just a few months. Prophets whose work took decades, even centuries to find voice, 
now shout across the beginnings and endings to us as if they were sitting here in the choir stalls.
 Joel sounds a warning not once, but twice in this familiar text: blow the trumpet in Zion, 
God’s army is coming! Blow the trumpet in the Holy City—we’d better start fasting—God’s 
army is coming! Warning, warning, danger, danger, darkness, clouds, doom, gloom, desolation, 
anguish, destruction are coming on the horizon! WHO CAN ENDURE the day of God’s 
coming? Who can endure God’s presence among us?
 Just a few weeks ago, at Christmas, at the beginning of our story, we heard another 
prophet, Isaiah, sounding a similar alarm, but this time joyful:
Isaiah 52:7–10 
7How beautiful upon the mountains
are the feet of the messenger who announces peace,
who brings good news,
who announces salvation,
who says to Zion, "Your God reigns."
8Listen! Your sentinels lift up their voices,
together they sing for joy;
for in plain sight they see
the return of the LORD to Zion.
9Break forth together into singing,
you ruins of Jerusalem;
for the LORD has comforted his people,
he has redeemed Jerusalem.
10The LORD has bared his holy arm
before the eyes of all the nations;
and all the ends of the earth shall see
the salvation of our God
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 Each prophet, Isaiah and Joel, offers us an image of a watcher, scanning the horizon 
around Zion, the Holy City, God’s city. Each sees someone coming. Each alerts the people. Each 
issues a declaration of return. Yet why is the message so very different between the two? 
 One is a call for the people to return to God. The other is a call that God returns to the 
people. Both are announcements that God is coming to the city. One is an alarm that God’s army 
is coming; it illicits fear, fasting and a call to offer hearts to God. The other is an announcement 
that God’s war is over and God returns victorious; it invites song and celebration.   
 What distinguishes Joel’s prophetic watcher from Isaiah’s? Why is Joel ready to see the 
messenger on the horizon as one of impending destruction and Isaiah sees in this messenger a 
cause for rejoicing? Of course, the obvious answer is: Isaiah is in the lectionary for Christmas 
and Joel for Ash Wednesday. And while we laugh, we wouldn't be all that far off. Each prophet's 
situations, experiences are different, their people’s conditions, trials, and slow hopes are 
different. 
 But this question about what distinguishes Joel's watcher from Isaiah's, digs deeper than 
just history or liturgical design; it digs into our own human tendencies, our own ways of reading 
the world, and of relating to God. You see, prophets, Joel and Isaiah, prophets deliver a message 
comes from a relationship with God. Their message comes from the awareness that no matter 
how their lives unfold, what paths they walk, God is never far...and God is never silent. God is 
present even in the dust from the feet of Isaiah's messenger or in the cloud of dust raised by the 
approaching army in Joel. Even in the dust.
 Ordinarily, we understand, we preach this presence, as a comforting message; God’s 
presence is often joyful, consoling, merciful, soothing. Yet Joel reminds us that God’s presence 
illicits a much more profound set of emotions. You see, God’s presence, even in the dust, means 
that we, we in our very dusty substance, are never outside of God’s presence. The task of 
comprehending such a relationship is ours this Lent, each of us on our own terms, in our own 
dust. 
 Such a task is OVERWHELMING!
 We sit with our own dust, knowing God’s presence, both fearful and joyful. We are in 
good company, both with prophets and evangelists from generations past and with prophets and 
evangelists sitting next to us in these pews, on the close, or in the streets. As we sit with God’s 
presence this day and this Lent, as we feel with our humanness, both the discomfort and 
consolation of God’s presence, may we let dust settle into our awareness. 
 Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.
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