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Responsive Prayer 
 
God of renewal 
Of life and death 
Rebirth 
Renew our hearts and minds 
 
God of fire 
Of ashes that scatter  
And coalesce 
Renew our hearts and minds 
 
God of promise 
Of all beginnings 
And all endings 
Renew our hearts and minds 
 
Together  
We bless you 
God who renews us 
In and despite our open wounds  
In and despite our hardened callouses 
 
Together  
We turn to you 
God who welcomes us unceasingly 
Though we close our eyes 
Though we stop our ears  
 
Together 
We praise the constancy of your redeeming presence 
Amidst our joys 
Amidst our horrors 
Amidst our confusions 
Amidst our failures 
 
Together 
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We humbly surrender  
Our wounds and our waywardness 
Into your crucible 
 
[Reader takes brief moment of silence] 
 
Reader to congregation: 
Blessings be upon you! 
For your moment of surrender has become your moment of redemption.  
Rest, now, in the renewal only God can bring. 
 
Scripture  

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—  
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.  

 […] 

Yet even now, says the LORD, 
   return to me with all your heart, 
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;  
   rend your hearts and not your clothing. 
Return to the LORD, your God, 
   for the LORD is gracious and merciful, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, 
   and relents from punishing.  
Who knows whether God will not turn and relent, 
   and leave a blessing, 
a grain-offering and a drink-offering 
   for the LORD, your God?  

Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
   sanctify a fast; 
call a solemn assembly;  
   gather the people. 
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Sanctify the congregation; 
   assemble the aged; 
gather the children, 
   even infants at the breast. 
Let the newlyweds leave their rooms, 
   the lovers their canopy.  

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, 
   a byword among the nations. 
Why should it be said among the peoples, 
   “Where is their God?” ’” 

Introduction: Who Knows?  
 
I was a twenty-four year old seminarian when the deadliest tsunami in recorded history struck 
South Asia. The 2004 Indian Earthquake released more energy into the Indian Ocean than 1,500 
Hiroshima nuclear bombs. A 9 story wave consumed coastal and inland communities in 
Indonesia and surrounding areas. More than 227,000 people died, a third of whom were children.  
 
The scale of destruction wrought by this event was far beyond comprehension. I recall feeling 
transfixed by the images I saw online and in television news stories. None of the things I had 
learned in seminary helped me make sense of them. The absurdly horrific, it seems, has power to 
grind all meaning-making to a halt.  
 
One evening, about a week after the tsunami, I sat agape in front of the television, watching yet 
another news report on the aftermath. Airing that night was the story of an Indonesian woman 
whose village had been swept away. Most of the people in her small community had been 
drowned or crushed, including many family members. Wearing tattered clothes and a red 
headscarf, she stood huddled in a half-circle with three other women survivors. With the help of 
a translator, the reporter (a white British guy) asked this woman questions about the losses she 
had endured and what was being done to begin to repair and rebuild the village. Near the end of 
the interview, the woman said, “Allahu Alam” – a common expression among Muslims, 
meaning, ‘God knows best.” The reporter responded by asking, “Do you feel as though God has 
abandoned you?” Briefly, the woman’s eyes begged a question—in the manner of someone who 
cannot believe what they have just heard. Then her face burst forth into a radiant and wry smile, 
as if she knew something the reporter did not and was a bit embarrassed on his behalf for his 
ignorance. “No! Of course not!,” she exclaimed as the other women grinned, laughed, and shook 
their heads. “God has not abandoned us! God is closer than ever!”  
 
The reporter was caught off-guard, and responded awkwardly. Clearly, his read of the situation 
was that God had indeed abandoned these people. In some ways, that is how it seemed to me too. 
I stared at the woman’s face on the television, and was overcome with unnameable thoughts and 
emotions. Awe. Existential panic. The recognition of something piercingly beautiful. There was 
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no doubting the woman’s sincerity; for her, God was in the quake and the waves, because God is 
God. And God was in the community and hope that was birthed after the disaster, because God is 
God. God is God in all of this, and God has come to us in all of this.  
 
Our text tonight presents us with a prophet of YHWH referencing another sort of natural 
disaster: a locust invasion. On that Day, the Day of the Lord, the locusts will be like shadows and 
doom spread across the land, leaving nothing but ruin in their wake. After this terrifying vision, 
verse 14 presents us with the following rhetorical question: “Who knows whether God will not 
turn and relent, and leave a blessing…” In other words: When God shows up, will it be for us 
ruin or renewal? Who knows, says Joel the prophet of God. Will we be kept safe from what is to 
come on the Day of the Lord? Who knows, say our scriptures.   
 
Lent is a 40-day journey in which we prepare our hearts, bodies, and lives for the magnificent 
(and yet also terrifying) coming-of-God proclaimed in Jesus’ death and resurrection.1 In the light 
of our text tonight, what is our Lenten invitation? What is the takeaway from all this uncertainty 
about what the Day of God’s coming will mean?  
 
I have just one point that I want to make tonight. I plan to make it several times, in several 
different ways. I believe our Lenten invitation, in view of tonight’s text, is to cultivate a 
trembling trust in the God who, like C.S. Lewis’ character Aslan, definitely is not safe, but most 
undoubtedly, is good. 
 
The Day of the Lord is Coming  
 
“The day of the Lord is coming, it is near!” What did this mean to Joel and to his 5th century 
BCE audience?2  In the ancient Hebrew prophets, Joel included, the Day of the Lord is both good 
news and bad news. It is a Messianic climax of history involving redemption, peace, and victory 
over the enemies of God and the enemies of Israel. And it is also a fearsome and dreadful time – 
a time of purification by fire in which oppressors would face God’s hard justice.  
 
Alright, that’s not too hard to understand: the happy peace would be for God’s people and the 
hard purification would be for everyone else, right? Wrong. The prophets are not only 
ambiguous on whether the Day of the Lord means something great or something horrific; they 
are also unclear on who should be quaking in their boots – God’s own wayward sons and 
daughters, their gentile oppressors, or just everyone in general.3  
 
Only one thing is clear amongst the prophets: on the Day of the Lord, absolute holiness shows up 
to re-make human and earthly reality. As for what it will mean for you – whether you will grieve 
or rejoice or both – only God knows. 
 
God the Mercurial Punisher?  

																																																							
1 In a clear reference to the terror of the Day of the Lord in the Hebrew prophets, three of the four canonical gospel 
writers found it important to mention that the sun was darkened on the day of Jesus’ passion. 
2 For the information below I’ve drawn on Shimon Bakon, “The Day of the Lord,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 38 no. 3 
(2010), 149-156 and Alice Camille, “Living on the Edge,” U.S. Catholic 78, no. 11 (2013): 44-46. 
3 Bakon, 150. 
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Wait a minute. Who knows whether God might turn and relent [from punishment]?” (verse 14)? 
God is slow to anger and abounds in steadfast love (verse 13), but the priests are still supposed to 
beg God to spare the people from wrath (verse 17)?  
 
Let me be clear: I really don’t think cultivating fear in our hearts over God’s [possible] 
punishment is our takeaway here. The Israelites interpreted their experience of YHWH against 
the backdrop of ancient near eastern beliefs about deities.4 The unpredictable wrath of the gods is 
a common theme amongst ancient writers, and often, tragic happenings are interpreted as divine 
punishment.5 But Jesus challenged this read of things. In John 9, Jesus tells his disciples that a 
man literally “in the dark,” a man blind from birth, was NOT born that way because of 
something someone had done wrong. Jesus basically says, “No, no, no… no one’s being 
punished here… you need to rethink the assumption that suffering is God’s chastening. No, the 
truest thing that can be said about the blindness and suffering this man has experienced is that 
it’s the thing that laid the groundwork for the renewing power of God to be put on display.” 
[Repeat for emphasis.] 
 
This teaching of Jesus gives us the key to reframing this whole business of God as a mercurial 
punisher. Jesus appears to view pain, tragedy and even transgression as being wrapped up in the 
larger movement of God’s creative and renewing power. Isn’t this how he taught his followers to 
interpret his own crucifixion, after all? And isn’t this, too, the message of grace he brought – that 
all our sin, no matter how grievous, is wrapped up in the larger reality of God’s redeeming 
power? 
 
[sigh] OK, right, God’s renewal… God’s grace… so we can stop trembling, right? We can chuck 
this idea that the Day of the Lord (the coming of God) may involve painful deconstruction. We 
can call off the holy fast, go home, and kick up our feet because God’s love will keep us from all 
harm and even general unpleasantness. 
 
Unfortunately not. Why? Because God’s creative and gracious power is no joke, and because 
nowhere in Jesus’ teachings, or the rest of the Bible, or human history generally, can we find 
assurance that the encounter with God is totally safe and that it won’t involve suffering.  
 
“Work out your salvation with fear and trembling,” Paul tells the Philippians. But what can this 
mean?  
 

																																																							
4 Arvid S. Kapelrud, “God as Destroyer in the Preaching of Amos and in the Ancient Near East,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 71, no. 1 (1952): 33-38, at 35. 
5 At least when it comes to reading bad events as divine punishment, Israel is much like her neighbors. For instance, 
in The Gilgamesh Epic, the god Enil sends a deluge and “consign[s] [the] people to destruction” as a response to the 
people’s moral lapses. “The ancient Near Eastern gods did not hesitate to destroy their own people. That idea is no 
invention of the Hebrew prophets, as is sometimes popularly believed. The example of Enlil has been mentioned 
above. It may be objected that this is not quite parallel with what is found in the preaching of the prophets and it has 
its proper parallel in Gen 6-8, the story of the flood. Undoubtedly this is true. The reason there given by Yahweh for 
bringing the flood comes very near to that given by Enlil in the Atrafrasis Epic: "And God saw that the wickedness 
of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.'' (6 s) 
Kapelrud, 35. 
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The Great and Terrible Mystery  
 
In mainline American Christianity, God often gets painted as a pretty benign kind of being. God 
doles out blessings and welcomes sinners and smiles upon the little children. God’s love means 
we are kept from all harm if only we will only “trust and obey.” From this clear-cut, happy-
clappy rendering of God come all manner of odd theologies, including the “Jesus is my 
boyfriend” flavor of spirituality. [There actually is a pop Christian song by that title… do 
yourself a favor and do NOT YouTube it.] 
 
But all over our scriptures, it seems that whenever God does something new, there is something 
hard, painful, or fearful involved. At the birth of a sacred covenant, Moses and the people 
tremble before the thick, flashing, thunderous darkness on God’s mountain (Exodus 19-24). At 
the birth of his messianic ministry, Jesus is drawn into the desert by the Spirit of God, where he 
suffers spiritually, psychically, and physically (Matt. 4:1). And at the creation of a brand-new 
covenant, Jesus experiences torture, abandonment, and public execution.  
 
Even at the level of biology, destruction is bound up with creation. The agony of labor brings 
forth the child; the rotted tree gives nourishment to the soil. In physics, too: the black hole births 
the star; the chaos in the complex dynamical system causes it to emerge to a more complex level. 
 
And of the dark ashes of Lent—what newness might lie therein?  
 
Listen to the words of Janet Richardson in her Lenten poem “Blessing the Dust.” 
 
All those days 
you felt like dust, 
like dirt, 
as if all you had to do 
was turn your face  
toward the wind 
and be scattered 
to the four corners 
 
or swept away 
by the smallest breath 
as insubstantial— 
 
did you not know 
what the Holy One 
can do with dust? 
 
This is the day 
we freely say 
we are scorched. 
 
This is the hour 
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we are marked 
by what has made it 
through the burning. 
 
This is the moment 
we ask for the blessing 
that lives within 
the ancient ashes, 
that makes its home 
inside the soil of  
this sacred earth. 
 
So let us be marked 
not for sorrow. 
And let us be marked 
not for shame. 
Let us be marked 
not for false humility 
or for thinking  
We are less 
than we are 
 
but for claiming 
what God can do 
within the dust, 
within the dirt, 
within the stuff 
of which the world 
is made 
and the stars that blaze  
in our bones 
and the galaxies that spiral 
inside the smudge 
we bear.6 
 
The beautiful tragedy of God’s Livingness in our midst is that the encounter with it usually – I’m 
tempted to say always – involves some form of undoing. This is why Rudolph Otto describes 
God or “the holy” as “mysterium tremendum et fascinans” – the terrifying and fascinating 
Mystery. This is why Simone Weil declares, “[r]eligion, in so far as it is a source of consolation, 
is a hindrance to true faith.”7 And this is why John Caputo prays, “[May] the [God] we can never 
see coming… rid us of the God whom we think we have in our sights, under our control.8 
 

																																																							
6 Jan Richardson, Circle of Grace. 
7 Simone Weil, “Faiths of Meditation: Contemplation of the Divine” as translated in The Simone Weil Reader (1957) 
edited by George A. Panichas (417). As quoted on https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Simone_Weil  
8 John Caputo, The Insistence of God, 43. 
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I’ll say it again: The beautiful tragedy of God’s Livingness in our midst is that the encounter 
with it usually, maybe always, involves some form of undoing. Maybe the “fear and trembling” 
we’re supposed to have as we work out our salvation and pray for the Day of the Lord just means 
keeping this basic truth in sight.  
 
Conclusion: A Trembling Trust 
 
When the Day of the Lord arrives, when God comes as shadows upon the mountain, what will 
happen? The truth of the matter is, we don’t know. Like the ancient Israelites, we pray for and 
long for the Day of the Lord although we do not know what losses may attend that saving grace. 
There is something larger at work, something greater at stake. A Kingdom is coming, a Kingdom 
of justice and peace. It’s a new creation in which we get to participate but which we will never 
understand. We’re called to trust this birth process, even as we tremble. 
 
What’s a trembling trust like? Ask Saran Sidime. In a recent sermon here at first cov, she bid 
“sabari!” [sah-ba-RAY] to minority and historically oppressed members of our congregation. 
Sabari! Sabari! – a Malinke enjoinment, meaning: “it hurts, darling, I know, but it can be borne.” 
Meaning: “It is sometimes unspeakably painful to be in a church community like this, and yet, it 
can be borne.” Meaning: “It can be borne because the God of just love is at work, here, of that I 
have no doubt.”  
 
What’s a trembling trust like? Ask Ryan Hollingsworth. Ryan recently found himself at the helm 
of a Leadership Team initiative that proved unbelievably painful to First Cov’s LGBTQIA+ 
congregants. Ryan ended up harming the very folks with whom he was trying to act in solidarity. 
And yet he heard, saw, honored, received their pain. He refused to look away or offer excuses. 
He apologized. He learned. He grew.  
 
What’s a trembling trust like? Ask Martin Luther King Jr. I’m sure you’ve all heard his last 
preached words before being assassinated the very next day: “Well I don’t know what will 
happen now… but I’ve seen the promised land…I may not get there with you [but]… mine eyes 
have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!!!” But have you watched the footage recently, or 
has it been a while? Watch it again. YouTube it. At the end, as he stumbles into the colleague 
behind him, Martin Luther King Jr. is, most certainly, trembling. He trembles not from fear. He 
trembles from the quaking passion of a man unreservedly surrendered to hope. 
 
We cannot trust God to keep us safe. We can trust God to never, ever, ever stop making all 
things new.  
 
 
Prayer 
 
Let’s pray. 
 
Tonight, God, we consecrate ourselves with ashes, with (in Richardson’s words) “what has made 
it through the burning.” But for some of us, there’s a fire still raging. There’s smoke. We can’t 
breathe and we can’t see and it’s really, really painful. For others of us, we suspect we see fire 
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just on the horizon. Something fearsome and difficult is coming, maybe?, and we’re frightened. 
Why must you scald as you make? Why must you explode us as you unfold us? We can never 
know. But we do know that we need your help to trust, and we need your help to hope. So help 
us, God. Help us to know that you hold our hearts and you hold our lives – that though we quiver 
and smolder, we do so in the crucible of your unceasing redemption. 
 
Imposition of Ashes Set-Up 
 
As we prepare to receive the imposition of ashes, I want to invite Ryan Hollingsworth up to read 
another Ash Wednesday poem by Janet Richardson. After Ryan reads it, Bruce and Ashley will 
offer some quiet instrumental music as a backdrop for prayer and reflection. After a time, Bruce 
will invite you up to receive the ashes. Take the time you need, and when you are ready, please 
come. 
 
Post-sermon Poetry Reading 
 
Rend Your Heart [Ryan] 
A Blessing for Ash Wednesday 
 
To receive this blessing, 
all you have to do 
is let your heart break. 
Let it crack open. 
Let it fall apart 
so that you can see 
its secret chambers, 
the hidden spaces 
where you have hesitated 
to go. 
Your entire life 
is here, inscribed whole 
upon your heart’s walls: 
every path taken 
or left behind, 
every face you turned toward 
or turned away, 
every word spoken in love 
or in rage, 
every line of your life 
you would prefer to leave 
in shadow, 
every story that shimmers 
with treasures known 
and those you have yet 
to find. 
It could take you days 
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to wander these rooms. 
Forty, at least. 
And so let this be 
a season for wandering 
for trusting the breaking 
for tracing the tear 
that will return you 
to the One who waits 
who watches 
who works within 
the rending 
to make your heart 
whole. 
 
Imposition of Ashes 
“Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return. Repent and believe the gospel.” 
 
Benediction 
 
Please rise for the benediction. Open your hearts to receive again the closing words of 
Richardson’s Ash Wednesday blessing:  
 
“Let this be 
a season for wandering 
for trusting the breaking 
for tracing the tear 
that will return you 
to the One who waits 
who watches 
who works within 
the rending 
to make your heart 
whole.” 
 
Dismissal 
May the sweet, somber quiet of this evening remain with you. You may stay here and reflect 
quietly if you wish. The band will say for a time. Or you can begin to head downstairs, to quiet 
conversations with friends, or to the comfort of home. Blessings be upon you.  
 


