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Promise In The Midst of Chaos
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There was a lot of change going on. Things had not gone as planned, or perhaps more accurately it had not gone as expected. There was so much hope; so much expectation. Things were going to be different this time. The disciples could almost taste the coming of God’s kingdom in Jesus Christ. This was the revolution that Israel had waited so long for. Then in a matter of a week it went from the celebration of Jesus as the king of kings to his death. It was unbelievable. How can you be so certain about something, and then be so wrong?
And then it moved from one unbelievable thing to another. They are just beginning to get their heads wrapped around the idea that Jesus is dead, only to hear that maybe he really isn’t dead. What do you do with your emotions in a time like that? Then the disciples experienced the resurrected Christ in mysterious ways. He would just sort of pop in and pop out. Finally, telling them to wait in Jerusalem, he ascended into the clouds. And so they waited in Jerusalem, perhaps in the same place that they had their final dinner together.

Pentecost is what we call the day when the church was born, when the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples. Pentecost fell on May 23 this year. We clergy and some of our lay members were at Annual Conference. The youth were in charge of worship that Sunday and I understand they did a wonderful job as they always do. But I am not sure we took the time to celebrate Pentecost, the church’s birthday. Maybe it is like our own birthdays. After so many years, it is not the day itself that is so important. It is the fact that on any given day we are still alive is what we celebrate.

When we look back in the book of Acts at the account of Pentecost, we do so with a sense of awe and celebration at what God was doing. We celebrate this eventful time. But I think for the disciples, it wasn’t such a sweet and joyous time. Like a real birth, I think when you are in the throws of it, it is anything but a pleasant, peaceful, celebratory time. I think it was chaotic, scary, painful, and the disciples weren’t quite sure how this was going to end.

But they were moved. The city was full of travelers because Pentecost was at the time of the Jewish harvest festival, and they found that they could communicate to these sojourners in their own languages and they were compelled to tell the good news of Christ’s death and resurrection. It defied any logical explanation.

When Peter tried to explain what was going on the only thing he could think of was to reach back across five centuries of tradition to the Minor Prophets and exclaim, “This is what was spoken through the prophet Joel.”  (Acts 2:16)
We don’t know a lot about Joel. The only thing we know for sure is that he is the son of Pethuel, and we don’t know anything about him. When approaching this series on the Minor Prophets, I was considering doing them in chronological order, from the oldest to the most recent. I quickly abandoned that because it is so hard to date some of the prophets – Joel in particular. Some sources date him as old as the 9th century BC, which would place him among the earliest of the Minor Prophets.
But some of the internal references would place him much later than that. The Babylonian exile and dispersion seems to be something that already has happened (3:1-3). There isn’t any reference to present kings, which probably puts it in the quiet, postexilic time between 500 and 350 BC when priests and elders rather than kings and princes are the leaders. The existence of the second temple would place it after 515 BC. And the references to the rebuilt wall (2:7, 9) would place him after Nehemiah (440 BC), which would then make him one of the later prophets. So, just like that Joel goes from being one of the earliest Minor Prophets (9th century BC), to one of the latest prophets – sometime between 500 and 350 BC.

But unlike some of the prophets, the historical context of Joel is largely immaterial to its understanding and interpretation. Sometime during this century and a half, Judah experienced a devastating locust plague, which literally stripped the land bare of every piece of vegetation (1:4-10). And just when the land was beginning to recover, a drought withered the new growth (1:11-12; 16-20). It is following the locust plague and during the drought that the prophet Joel delivers his message.
Now there are two theological emphases that dominate the book of Joel. First is the Day of the Lord, which comes not at the long anticipated defeat of Israel’s enemies and establishment of Israel as God’s nation among nations, but with darkness and gloom, devouring fire, and a mysterious destructive foe from the north, which is described in chapter two as the armies of God, bent upon Israel. Whether this refers to the locust plague or something else is hard to determine. But it is not a day of rejoicing for Israel, rather it is a day of great pain and anguish, and it is the Lord’s doing.

Why? Well, that is sort of hard to determine. Joel isn’t very clear on why God feels the need to bring such a dark day upon Israel, but it does lead to Joel’s second emphasis, and that is the people of Israel must repent.

“Yet even now,” Joel says in 2:12 – a passage which is part of the lectionary for every Ash Wednesday, and a part of which is often used as a response to prayers of confession: 

“Yet even now 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 he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing. 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?”  (2:12-14)

Joel never spells out what Judah’s sin is. But Joel’s name means “Jahweh is God.” And at two crucial points in the book it is asserted that God’s actions will cause Judah to know that Jahweh is God (2:27; 3:17). It might be concluded, then, that Judah’s sin is apostasy – making other things more important than God to the point that there is greater devotion to them than to God. It could be other gods, it could be a lifestyle, it could be self.

So, Joel stands in the midst of devastation and chaos with this concern: What will we tell our children and our grandchildren, and their children? How will we interpret this tragedy to future generations? Our sin does not just affect us and our present situation, but our future, and creation itself.

The Interpreters Bible says that the most poignant note in Joel’s message is that nature itself is corrupted by human sin. “The ground mourns,” reads Joel 1:10a. Nature falls with our fall and dies with our disobedience. It’s a message that St. Paul picks up five centuries later when he says in Romans that the whole creation groans under the burden of human sin, waiting for its redemption (8:22).
What will we tell our children and our children’s children, and their children? Have we forgotten that Yahweh is God? Or more specifically as Micah taught us, have we forgotten that God is God, and we are not?

We look around at the stress on creation. Is it a sign that perhaps it is time for us to repent as the Bible understands repentance – not just to feel sorry for, but to actually change our ways? As we continue to gaze with horror at the devastation occurring with the oil spewing in the Gulf of Mexico, I would love to find someone or something to blame. Surely it is British Petroleum’s or one of their contractors’ fault. I would love to blame our government for its lack of oversight and inability to protect us from such a hazard. But none of that addresses the root cause, which is my insatiable need to live a lifestyle so dependent on oil. Is it time to repent?

My heart goes out to those in Arkansas who were caught in the flash floods last week. Can you imagine having no time to respond to such a fast rising wall of water? Was it just freak storms that caused the floods? Some would argue that we have laid so much concrete and pavement, and created such relatively narrow paths for water to run, that we have inhibited nature to care for these kinds of storms. Does our lifestyle cause nature itself to groan?

This is the gloom and doom that occupies the book of Joel. We cause chaos for creation and ourselves because of our apostasy – we replace God’s priorities with our priorities. At the center of Joel’s message is the promise that in spite of ourselves and the messes we create, God will not leave us.

Change your priorities back to God’s priorities and there will come a time when the earth will be healed; when our hunger and our thirst will be satisfied at the hand of God. “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions.” (2:28)

That is God’s promise while the storms of chaos swarm around us. Stay faithful and peace will be yours.

It is the only thing that Peter could think of when he was in the midst of his own chaos at Pentecost. He had ridden the rollercoaster of emotion at the death of his friend and of hope, to the resurrection of that same hope. He had moved from fear of retribution to the boldness of being moved by the spirit. The only thing Peter could think of when people accused them of being babbling drunks was the promise that God had placed on the lips of Joel when in the midst of Judah’s own chaos.

No friends, we are not drunk. This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel. God declares that he will pour out his spirit upon all flesh and your young and old alike will be visionaries. They will dream dreams, and speak forth for the kingdom of God. Even when it seems like we are headed for hell in a hand-basket (please excuse my paraphrasing).
I can’t help but think of our own little chaos we as a church find ourselves in with the change of pastors and long time beloved Youth Director. Sometimes it is hard to see beyond our own concerns and fears. But the voice of God through the prophet Joel sounds even in the midst of this: “I will pour out my spirit on everyone.”
Things might look a little messy right now in your lives and in our lives collectively, but this is the good news that Joel fortells: God isn’t finished with us yet!
I pray that’s so in your life and in mine. Amen.
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