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Ash Wednesday 2014 

The Old Testament reading from the prophet Joel is intended to plunge us, the listeners, 

into a crisis.  We know almost nothing about the historical setting of Joel, but it is 

enough to hear Joel’s words as a summons to an emergency that is visible, public and 

close at hand.  His message is built around two summonses to “blow the trumpet in 

Zion”.  The first summons, in verse 1, identifies the crisis: 

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.   
 
The second summons calls for a response to the crisis: 

Blow the trumpet in Zion! 
proclaim a fast, 
call an assembly; 
Gather the people, 
notify the congregation; 
Assemble the elders, 
gather the children 
and the infants at the breast; 
 
In other words, trouble is approaching the city.  The “Day of Yahweh” is coming as an 

awesome, dreadful and irresistible threat.   Understood theologically, the crisis is that 

God has become an enemy attacker against God’s own city and God’s own people.  

Understood militarily, the attack is a “great and powerful army”.  We don’t know why 

God is coming against his People or who the attacking army is.  What matters is that the 
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hostility of God and the reality of the human threat are spoken of by the prophet Joel in 

the same breath, as if they were identical.  This is neither mere human politics that the 

prophet is talking about; nor is a kind of  religious “scare tactic” that he is using.  There 

was a genuine and immediate threat that the prophet sees as rooted in and authorized 

by God. 

 

Joel’s intention was to awaken a complacent, unnoticing people to its actual situation 

and to evoke in the people an intentional and urgent response.  And it is here that this 

ancient Jewish text has the possibility to speak to us today into our own situation.  Blow 

the trumpet, proclaim a fast, call an assembly, gather the people and tell them that the 

time of complacency is over.  Easy indifference to the living God and his will must now 

give way to a profound, deep and serious intentionality.  The community must come to 

its senses and honestly embrace its true situation. 

 

The prophet is calling for repentance.  Repentance is not simply a set of pious religious 

exercises or feeling badly because of some moral or ritual failures.  Repentance means 

changing the way the community sees reality. At the heart of Joel’s summons there is a 

call for the people to “return” with fasting, with weeping and with mourning and to “rend” 

their hearts, so that they will be able to re-discern God in the midst of their lives.  

Repentance is necessary because Jerusalem has forgotten God.  God’s people have 

forgotten God’s utter fidelity to them.  And when God’s fidelity is jettisoned, the people’s 

relations with one another also become unfaithful and society becomes unjust. 
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This forgetting of God is at the heart of what the Christian tradition calls “sin”, which is 

the simple and obvious realization that there is something wrong with human life and we 

all in one way or another share in this wrongness.  There is a twistedness which means 

that hopes are tarnished and good intentions so often get frustrated and come to 

nothing.  The innocence of youth is changed into the dusty compromises of middle-age, 

and even the innocence of youth can be exaggerated- we all know how cruel quite 

young children, as well as adults, can be to someone who is a little bit different and 

doesn’t quite fit in with the ways of the group.  

 

Where does this twistedness come from?  Is it just the effect of the “selfish gene” that 

pushes us to fight our corner in the battle for life and survival?  The Christian diagnosis 

is much more profound than that.  It tells us that we are not made to go it alone in life.  

We are not masters of our own souls or captains of our fate.  We are creatures- 

creatures who can only find fulness of life when life is lived in communion with our 

Creator.  The root of what we call “sin” is an alienation from God, arising in us because 

we have made over and over again the crucial mistake of believing that we are self-

sufficient , that we can go it alone in life without a relationship with God, the Cause of all 

that is. 

 

In this respect, we are very, very much like the people of Jerusalem in the days of Joel 

the prophet.  We too have often not remembered God’s fidelity to us.  We too have not 

discerned God in our midst.  We too have, in a word, forgotten God, and in so doing our 

relations with one another have also often become unfaithful and society has become 
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unjust.  To see this does not require a dramatic overstatement of the crisis, nor does it 

require a “hell-fire and damnation” of the world.   All that it requires is for us to look 

around and see how little the God of mercy and justice actually has to do with our lives 

outside the walls of our church buildings.  When our economic system is producing 

more disparity in wealth than we have known for decades and our politicians talk about 

the “Market” as if it were some kind of god that can produce a just society; when state 

governments can seriously contemplate that for religious reasons owners of businesses 

can refuse to serve people because of their sexual orientation; when our schools are no 

longer safe places for our kids and the number of privately owned guns by some 

estimates now outnumber the population of this country and we seem completely 

unable to do anything about it- when these things shape and define who we are, then it 

should be clear that we have forgotten the God of mercy and of justice. 

 

Lent is not about adding a few religious observances to our lives.  Lent is about using 

religious observances and the disciplines of prayer, fasting and almsgiving to help us 

remember who God really is, to remember what is promised to us by the God of Israel 

and of Jesus of Nazareth, and to remember what is required of us by God in order to 

live mercifully, faithfully, and with justice.  Lent is about “returning” and “rending” our 

hearts.  It is about the hard work of re-discerning God in our lives and in this world , and 

then making the responses- theological, socio-economic, political and personal- that are 

congruent with God’s character of mercy and justice and faithfulness.  And when we do 

not emulate this divine mercy and justice and faithfulness, we are then subject to and 

invaded by the power of death, which can come to us in a multitude of ways and forms.   
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“Blow the trumpet in Zion!  proclaim a fast, call an assembly; Gather the people”.  Ash 

Wednesday is the summons to awaken from our complacency, to re-notice our true 

situation and condition, and to re-discern the presence of God, because without that, 

these ashes that we receive will mean absolutely nothing. 

 

 


