
The first reading for Ash Wednesday is Joel, 2:12-18. If you look at the superscription to the prophet 
Amos you'll find that his book opens with a reference to  Uzziah, King of Judah ans to Jeroboam, son 
of Joash, King of Israel. If you look at the superscription which opens the book of Haggai you'll find a 
reference to Darius, the King of Persia. What these references do is help us date the time period of 
these prophets, unfortunately, the superscription of Joel has no such time indicator and, as a result, 
estimates as to when his ministry took place vary considerably. In the Jewish Canon the Prophet Joel is 
sandwiched between Hosea and Amos, two individuals whose ministries can be dated to the 8th century 
BC and, as a result, many conclude that Joel must have been their contemporary.  The problem with 
this assumption is that neither the Hebrew Canon as a whole, nor the sub-canon of the Minor Prophet to 
which Joel belongs, are chronologically arranged. Complicating the issue even further is the fact that 
the Canon of the Septuagint, the Greek OT, places Joel after Micah and before Obadiah. Thus canonical 
position cannot be all determining in establishing the date for the prophets ministry. There are those 
who suggest on the basis of what they call the book's internal evidence-and on history-that the prophet 
functioned during the late ninth century, at the time of Pharoah Shishak's invasion of Judah and Israel. 
Others, also arguing from internal evidence and history, place him in the sixth century; the majority 
however opt for the fifth, and especially the fourth century BC on the basis that (Quote) There are 
literary and thematic aspects running right through the book that clearly have parallels in other 
prophetical writings-those of Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, Zephaniah, Ezekiel and Obadiah. 
Comparative studies seem to prove that the book of Joel was inspired by these, and not vice-versa 
(Close Quote, The Navarre Bible's Introduction to Joel, page 87). 

The first part of the book is the prophet's call to the people to engage in  liturgical, communal mourning 
and repentance for their sins which have caused God to send a locust plague upon them.  This is in 
chapter 1 verses 2-20. There is also, apparently, a military invasion coming against them in chapter 2, 
verses 1-14. Both of these things were part of the so-called covenant curses narrated in Deuteronomy 
28, verse 42 and verses 49-57. 

Joel chapter 2, verse 15 through chapter 4, verse 21 then narrates, basically, the Lord's response to the 
people. Thus our reading consists partly of the prophet' call to repentance-chapter 2, verses 12 through 
14-, followed by his calling the people to liturgical gathering at the temple in order to make an appeal 
for God's mercy (chapter 2, verses 15-17), followed by God's response (verses 18-20).

Let's now begin to look at the text of Joel 2:12-20.

12 "Yet even now," says the LORD, "return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, 
and with mourning;

Notice the emphatic nature of the opening words: Yet Even Now. We're not told what the sins of the 
people were. 1:5 calls the people drunkards but this is probably to be understood metaphorically, The 
OT sometimes speaks of those under God's punishment as drunk:  (QUOTE)~The Lord hath mingled in 
the midst thereof the spirit of giddiness: and they have caused Egypt to err in all its works, as a 
drunken man staggereth and vomiteth (Isa 19:14, DRB). Stupefy yourselves and be in a stupor, blind 
yourselves and be blind! Be drunk, but not with wine; stagger, but not with strong drink! For the 
LORD has poured out upon you a spirit of deep sleep, and has closed your eyes, the prophets, and 
covered your heads, the seers (Isa 29:9-10).  Your sons have fainted, they lie at the head of every street 
like an antelope in a net; they are full of the wrath of the LORD, the rebuke of your God. Therefore 
hear this, you who are afflicted, who are drunk, but not with wine: Thus says your Lord, the LORD, 
your God who pleads the cause of his people: "Behold, I have taken from your hand the cup of 
staggering; the bowl of my wrath you shall drink no more (Isa 51:20-22). `Thus says the LORD: 
Behold, I will fill with drunkenness all the inhabitants of this land: the kings who sit on David's throne, 



the priests, the prophets, and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem (Jer 13:13). 

What is clear then, even though we don't have a reference to the people's sins, is that they have in fact 
sinned against God and, consequently, brought down upon themselves the wrath of God in the 
covenant curses of Deuteronomy 28 which I mentioned earlier.  Yet even now, says the Lord, return to 
me with all your hearts, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning. In spite of his wrath and anger 
he still loves his people and, indeed, his anger is a sign of that love: (QUOTE)  The reality of Yahweh's 
anger in the OT is no more and no less than the reality of His love of Israel, of which it is the 
counterpart. For Yahweh is a jealous God, and it is because of his election and love of Israel that he is 
angered by their infidelity in a way in which he is not angered by the nations (CLOSE QUOTE from 
MacKenzie's Dictionary of the Bible, article on Anger). 

But the return to God must be real and not feigned, not hypocritical, a word which refers to play 
acting. Thus the prophet continues in verse 13: rend your hearts and not your garments." 
Return to the LORD, your God.  

To rend one's garments was a sign of repentance and shame, but if it was not heartfelt, if it was not 
real, if one was just playing the part of a penitent, then one was merely playing a part, wearing a false 
face, like an actor on a stage, a hypocrite, and this God will not tolerate, as his sarcasm in Hosea 
shows. In chapter 6 of that prophet God portrays the people as expressing very beautiful sentiments of 
repentance: (QUOTE)~"Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn, that he may heal us; he has 
stricken, and he will bind us up. After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, 
that we may live before him. Let us know, let us press on to know the LORD; his going forth is sure as 
the dawn; he will come to us as the showers, as the spring rains that water the earth." (Close quote). But 
one cannot fool God, and a false repentance is nothing more than an invitation for further punishment: 
(QUOTE)~What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah? Your love is like 
a morning cloud, like the dew that goes early away.  Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, I 
have slain them by the words of my mouth, and my judgment goes forth as the light.(CLOSE QUOTE). 

To rend the garment rather than the heart is, as the prophet Joel goes on to make clear in the remainder 
of verse 13, silly, because God is (QUOTE)~gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love, and repents of evil. In fact, after establishing the covenant curses in Deuteronomy 28, 
God made it clear in chapter 30 that these curses need not be the last word. (QUOTE)~"And when all 
these things come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you, and you call them 
to mind among all the nations where the LORD your God has driven you, 2 and return to the LORD 
your God, you and your children, and obey his voice in all that I command you this day, with all your 
heart and with all your soul; 3 then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes, and have 
compassion upon you, and he will gather you again from all the peoples where the LORD your God 
has scattered you. 4 If your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of heaven, from there the LORD your 
God will gather you, and from there he will fetch you; 5 and the LORD your God will bring you into 
the land which your fathers possessed, that you may possess it; and he will make you more prosperous 
and numerous than your fathers. 6 And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of 
your offspring, so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that 
you may live. 7 And the LORD your God will put all these curses upon your foes and enemies who 
persecuted you. 8 And you shall again obey the voice of the LORD, and keep all his commandments 
which I command you this day. 9 The LORD your God will make you abundantly prosperous in all the 
work of your hand, in the fruit of your body, and in the fruit of your cattle, and in the fruit of your 
ground; for the LORD will again take delight in prospering you, as he took delight in your fathers, 10 if 
you obey the voice of the LORD your God, to keep his commandments and his statutes which are 
written in this book of the law, if you turn to the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your 



soul.(CLOSE QUOTE). This being so, why would anyone want to play fast and loose with God's 
mercy? Yet there seems to be a human propensity for doing so: (QUOTE)~4 "Come to Bethel, and 
transgress; to Gilgal, and multiply transgression; bring your sacrifices every morning, your tithes every 
three days; 5 offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving of that which is leavened, and proclaim freewill offerings, 
publish them; for so you love to do, O people of Israel!" says the Lord GOD. 6 "I gave you cleanness of 
teeth in all your cities, and lack of bread in all your places, yet you did not return to me," says the 
LORD. 7 "And I also withheld the rain from you when there were yet three months to the harvest; I 
would send rain upon one city, and send no rain upon another city; one field would be rained upon, and 
the field on which it did not rain withered; 8 so two or three cities wandered to one city to drink water, 
and were not satisfied; yet you did not return to me," says the LORD. 9 "I smote you with blight and 
mildew; I laid waste your gardens and your vineyards; your fig trees and your olive trees the locust 
devoured; yet you did not return to me," says the LORD. 10 "I sent among you a pestilence after the 
manner of Egypt; I slew your young men with the sword; I carried away your horses; and I made the 
stench of your camp go up into your nostrils; yet you did not return to me," says the LORD. 11 "I 
overthrew some of you, as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah, and you were as a brand 
plucked out of the burning; yet you did not return to me," says the LORD. 12 "Therefore thus I will do 
to you, O Israel; because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel!" (CLOSE QUOTE, 
Amos 4:4-12). 

Prepare to meet your God!  In the context of unrepentance, or worse, feigned repentance, that is a 
meeting that can only end badly. God's punishment is, like the punishment of a father, a sign of his 
love: (QUOTE)~And have you forgotten the exhortation which addresses you as sons? -- "My son, do 
not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor lose courage when you are punished by him.  For the 
Lord disciplines him whom he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives." 7 It is for discipline 
that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons; for what son is there whom his father does not 
discipline? 8 If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate 
children and not sons. 9 Besides this, we have had earthly fathers to discipline us and we respected 
them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live? 10 For they disciplined us for 
a short time at their pleasure, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. 11 For 
the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant; later it yields the peaceful fruit of 
righteousness to those who have been trained by it. 12 Therefore lift your drooping hands and 
strengthen your weak knees, 13 and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be 
put out of joint but rather be healed. (CLOSE QUOTE, Heb 12:5-13).

St Jerome tells us (QUOTE)~God punisheth, not in cruelty, but in love. He warns then those whom He 
strikes, to understand what He means by these punishments, not thinking themselves abandoned by 
God, but, even when they seem most cast away and reprobate, rousing themselves, in the hope of God's 
mercy through Christ, to call upon God, and prepare to meet their God. For no one's salvation is so 
desperate, no one is so stained with every kind of sin, but that God cometh to him by holy inspirations, 
to bring back the wanderer to Himself. Thou therefore, О Israel, whoever thou art, who didst once 
serve God, and now servest vilest pleasures, when thou feelest God coming to thee, prepare to meet  
Him. Open the door of thy heart to that most kind and benevolent Guest, and, when thou hearest His 
Voice, deafen not thyself: (be not, like Adam. For He seeketh thee, not to judge, but to save thee.
(CLOSE QUOTE, from St Jerome's commentary on Amos). 

And Pope John Paul II writes (QUOTE)~It is significant that in their preaching the prophets link 
mercy, which they often refer to because of the people's sins, with the incisive image of love on God's 
part. The Lord loves Israel with the love of a special choosing, much like the love of a spouse,37 and 
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for this reason He pardons its sins and even its infidelities and betrayals. When He finds repentance and 
true conversion, He brings His people back to grace.38 In the preaching of the prophets, mercy 
signifies a special power of love, which prevails over the sin and infidelity of the chosen people.
(CLOSE QUOTE, from Dives in Misericordia #4). God is indeed gracious and merciful, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love, and repents of evil. 

Joel has taken these words at the end of 2:13 from Exodus 34:6-7 and modified them. Here is how the 
Exodus text reads: (QUOTE) The LORD passed before Moses, and proclaimed, "The LORD, the 
LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 7 

keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no 
means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children's children, 
to the third and the fourth generation." (CLOSE QUOTE). Notice that the prophet has eliminated any 
specific reference to punishment. This is due, probably, to the fact that they have already experienced 
it; but it also serves to highlight and keep the focus on God's benevolence. But one can only trust and 
hope in this benevolence, presumption is out of place as the next verse of Joel makes clear:

(QUOTE) Who knows whether he will not turn and repent, and leave a blessing behind him, a cereal 
offering and a drink offering for the LORD, your God? (CLOSE QUOTE).  As the Jerome Biblical 
Commentary puts it: (QUOTE) Judah's conversion must be matched by Yahweh's pity.  Still, one must 
not be presumptuous; man cannot demand anything. With Yahweh one must always allow a perhaps 
(see Am 5:15; Zeph 2:3; Jonah 3:9. CLOSE QUOTE). 

So then, perhaps the Lord will leave a blessing behind him, a cereal offering and a drink offering 
for the LORD, your God? 

 Speaking about the blessings the people would receive if the maintained covenant with God Moses 
said: (QUOTE) "And because you hearken to these ordinances, and keep and do them, the LORD your 
God will keep with you the covenant and the steadfast love which he swore to your fathers to keep; 13 

he will love you, bless you, and multiply you; he will also bless the fruit of your body and the fruit of 
your ground, your grain and your wine and your oil, the increase of your cattle and the young of your 
flock, in the land which he swore to your fathers to give you. (CLOSE QUOTE, Deut 7:12-13). Yet it 
was precisely grain, wine, and oil that were in short supply in Joel's day as a result of the locust plague. 
Not only did this mean hunger, it also meant a virtual suspension of the covenant because the daily 
sacrifices could not be offered.(QUOTE)~The cereal offering and the drink offering are cut off from 
the house of the LORD. The priests mourn, the ministers of the LORD.  10 The fields are laid waste, the 
ground mourns; because the grain is destroyed, the wine fails, the oil languishes. 11 Be confounded, O 
tillers of the soil, wail, O vinedressers, for the wheat and the barley; because the harvest of the field has 
perished. (CLOSE QUOTE, Joel 1:9-11). Here we see that the order or hierarchy of God's blessings are 
not first material and then spiritual, but, rather, spiritual and then material. (QUOTE)~"All the 
commandment which I command you this day you shall be careful to do, that you may live and 
multiply, and go in and possess the land which the LORD swore to give to your fathers. 2 And you shall 
remember all the way which the LORD your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, that 
he might humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep his 
commandments, or not. 3 And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you 
did not know, nor did your fathers know; that he might make you know that man does not live by bread 
alone, but that man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD (CLOSE QUOTE, 
Deut 8:1-3). 
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On the basis of the trust, the hope, the possibility that God might leave a blessing the prophet continues 
in verse 15: (QUOTE)~Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly (CLOSE 
QUOTE).  The reference to the trumpet is a reference to what was called the shofar, the ram's horn. The 
blowing of the shofar was a call to assemble for war (see Hos 8:1; Judges 6:34).  It was also used to 
call the people to a cultic assembly, as in Lev 25:9. In chapter 2 verse 1 of Joel it seems to have both 
meanings, but in reality they were being called to a spiritual war, not against the impending invading 
army of verses 4-10 but, rather, against their spiritually impoverished state. According to Deuteronomy 
God would give his people freedom from their enemies and foreign armies if they maintained covenant 
with him. The call to sanctify a fast indicates the dire situation the people are in, and fasting was done 
at a time of war, as in 2 Chronicles 20:3. What better way to get rid of your enemies than to wage  a 
holy war with yourself who, by your actions against God, have given rise to those enemies? This 
Lenten season let us take to heart the words of St Paul in Ephesians 6:10-17 (QUOTE) be strong in the 
Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand 
against the wiles of the devil. 12 For we are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the 
principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual 
hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. 13 Therefore take the whole armor of God, that you may be 
able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. 14 Stand therefore, having girded your 
loins with truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and having shod your feet with 
the equipment of the gospel of peace; 16 besides all these, taking the shield of faith, with which you can 
quench all the flaming darts of the evil one. 17 And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the 
Spirit, which is the word of God. (CLOSE QUOTE).

Having told them to call a solemn assembly the prophet continues on verse 16 (QUOTE) gather the 
people. Sanctify the congregation; assemble the elders; gather the children, even nursing infants. 
Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her chamber.

In the Deuteronomic legislation the newly married were exempt from military service (see Deut 20:7; 
24:5), but here we see that when it comes to spiritual warfare none are exempt. 

Verse 17: (QUOTE)~Between the vestibule and the altar let the priests, the ministers of the 
LORD, weep and say, "Spare thy people, O LORD, and make not thy heritage a reproach, a 
byword among the nations. Why should they say among the peoples, `Where is their God?' 

Between the vestibule and the altar indicates a courtyard in front of the temple where sacrifices were 
offered.  Here no sacrifices are mentioned, this no doubt due to the fruitlessness of the ravaged land, 
brought about by the punishments.  All the priests have to offer are tears and prayers, a broken spirit, 
broken, contrite hearts (see Psalm 51). The priests are to implore the Lord to spare the people  The 
reference to thy people and thy heritage and their God stand is opposition to the reference to the 
peoples (in the plural), and calls to mind God's special choice of Israel to be his treasure possession Iin 
Exodus 19:5 (QUOTE) Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be 
my own possession among all peoples; for all the earth is mine (CLOSE QUOTE).  Of course the 
petition will only work if the priests and people have in fact recommitted themselves to obeying God's 
voice. God is only the God of his people when they act like his people are supposed to. When they 
cease to act as such and become pagan like, he becomes their enemy. In fact, in Joel 2: 4-10 it is clearly 
indicated that the threatened army of invasion against the people will be led by the Lord Himself: 
(QUOTE) The LORD utters his voice before his army, for his host is exceedingly great; he that 
executes his word is powerful. For the day of the LORD is great and very terrible; who can endure it? 
(CLOSE QUOTE).  Better to fight a holy war against one's self than an unholy war against God.



In the remaining verses of our text God offers his response. (QUOTE) Then the LORD became 
jealous for his land, and had pity on his people. (CLOSE QUOTE). The land effected by locusts 
becomes once again the object of his jealousy and he says to his people in verse 20~  "Behold, I am 
sending to you grain, wine, and oil, and you will be satisfied. and his oppressed people become once 
again the object of his compassion, not the scorn of their enemies, and he promises I will no more 
make you a reproach among the nations.


