Joel 2:1-2,12-17. Ash Wednesday.

 ‘Where will you be on the Day of Judgement?’ asked a poster outside a church in South East London – to which some one had helpfully added the words, ‘Still here, waiting for a number 95 bus.’

Where do you expect to be on Judgement Day? It no longer seems alarmist or over the top to say that the state of our nation and of our church should lead us to be in fear of the day of God’s judgement.

Within the Church in Britain all is not well…

We should rejoice that there is greater tolerance between denominations and a greater working together in mission and service. There are even some signs of increased church attendance at Christmas.
We can be encouraged by signs of renewal and growth in many churches around the country, and by the inventive ways that people have found to present the Gospel in culturally relevant ways – Fresh Expressions of Church like Café Church.

But, for many people, the Church is irrelevant and out of touch. A survey of churchgoers published three years ago with the title ‘A call to the nation’ showed that many people feel that Christian leaders are failing to defend Christian beliefs and values. Ruth Gledhill wrote in the Times that ‘the report is an indictment of modern preaching and worship, illustrating how excessive liberalism and lack of conviction are driving worshippers from the pews’. At the same time, the church is often criticised for tearing itself apart over such issues as women bishops and human sexuality.
This situation is reflected in the state of our nation… A majority of babies are now born outside marriage which is not surprising since married couples are now in a minority for the first time since records began. 40% of marriages end in divorce, with devastating effects upon all concerned, especially the children, many of whom grow up without a father.

There is more and more evidence of child abuse – the revelations about the children’s homes in Jersey and the ‘Baby P’ case being just recent examples.

At the same time, there has been a consistent failure from recent governments to uphold the importance of marriage or to encourage sexual abstinence outside marriage. We have the highest rate of teenage pregnancies in Europe; there was a 13 year old father in the news last week. (At least, you might say, it’s still news!)
There is a continuing problem of poverty and homelessness – in Cumbria as well as in the inner cities. There is a rising incidence of violent crime, especially related to alcohol abuse.
The current ‘Credit Crunch’ is the result of greed and the loss of a sense of social responsibility within the banking system. We’re paying the price for worshipping money rather than God.
There is not a single one of the ten commandments that is not broken daily on a massive scale. In short, God is often considered to be an optional extra.
Joel son of Pethuel, prophesying to God’s people after the exile into Babylon, gives a picture of God’s impending judgement (see verses 10+11). This awesome picture has a frightening immediacy to us as we hear Joel’s words today, and its a picture that is repainted throughout the New Testament, especially in the words of Jesus. The apostle Peter also prophesies that ‘the heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare’ (2 Peter 3:10). And yet he reminds us that God’s judgement is not irrevocable. There is still a chance for those who belong to God’s the people and for the nations. In the previous verse, Peter explains that it is through compassion that the Lord delays his judgement: ‘he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance’.
What we must do is shown plainly in v.12 – turn back and repent. Not for show, but for real. Not like the hypocrites of Matthew 6:16, who look sombre and disfigure their faces so that people know they are fasting, but from the heart. Joel says, ‘rend your heart and not your garments’ (v.13a). It is our heart attitude, not our outward appearance or how others see us, that counts with God.

This heart repentance involves a turning from sin to God. To a God whose nature is not stern and forbidding, but loving and gracious (v.13b). The parable of the lost son shows what our Father in heaven is like… ‘while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him (Luke 15:20).

So we can hope, in fact maybe we can dare to expect, to be delivered from the condemnation of such a God if we turn to him in repentance. As Gordon Giles says in ‘Fasting and Feasting’, ‘Many today will receive the imposition of ash on their foreheads as a mark of penitence – an outward sign of the inward grace of forgiveness granted by God, through the saving work of Christ on the cross, to his faithful people in this faithless and sinful age.’
Lent is often seen in terms of giving things up like chocolate, alcohol or sugar when it should be seen more as giving ourselves up to God so as to deepen our relationship with him. Along these lines, Rev. Craig Gates of Jackson Mississippi has a list of suggestions of what we should give up: 

GIVE UP grumbling! Instead, "In everything give thanks." Constructive criticism is OK, but "moaning, groaning, and complaining" are not Christian disciplines. 

GIVE UP 10 to 15 minutes in bed! Instead, use that time in prayer, Bible study and personal devotion. A few minutes in prayer WILL keep you focused. 

GIVE UP looking at other people's worst attributes. Instead concentrate on their best points. We all have faults. It is a lot easier to have people overlook our shortcomings when we overlook theirs first. 

GIVE UP speaking unkindly. Instead, let your speech be generous and understanding. It costs so little to say something kind and uplifting or to offer a smile. 

GIVE UP your hatred of anyone or anything! Instead, learn the discipline of love. "Love covers a multitude of sins." 

GIVE UP your worries and anxieties! They're too heavy for you to carry anyway. Instead, trust God with them. Anxiety is spending emotional energy on something we can do nothing about: like tomorrow! Live today and let God's grace be sufficient. 

GIVE UP TV one evening a week! Instead, visit someone who's lonely or sick. There are those who are isolated by illness or age. Why isolate yourself in front of the "tube"? Give someone a precious gift: your time! 

GIVE UP buying anything but essentials for yourself! Instead, give the money to God. The money you would spend on the luxuries could help someone meet basic needs. We're called to be stewards of God's riches, not consumers. 

GIVE UP judging others by appearances and by the standard of the world! Instead, learn to give up yourself to God. There is only one who has the right to judge, Jesus Christ. 

But who must do it? v.16 speaks of everyone – elders, children, newly weds. The whole lot. This would have seemed strange to Joel’s first hearers, because Deuteronomy 24:5 exempts a newly married man from military service so that he can spend a year in happiness at home with his new bride. For a bride and groom to fast still seems like a really strange idea. 

This shows the urgency of the call to repent – something from which no one is exempt. It is something which involves taking practical measures. God asks us through Isaiah, ‘Is this not the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice … to set the oppressed free … to share your food with the hungry, and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter - when you see the naked, to clothe them, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?’ (Isaiah 58:6-9) In the same way, our Lenten fast should not just involve abstaining from food, but also taking practical steps – apologising to some one; writing to the Prime Minister or our MP to seek to influence legislation or policy when it seems to go against God’s will and his kingdom values; helping the helpless; looking after our family and fellow Christians, joining the Barnabas Fund or The Christian Institute. Without fuss, not for show, but for God. 
As the people of God, our repentance will surely involve us in intercession. A particular role of the Old Testament priesthood, which extends to the priesthood of all believers in the New Testament, is to stand between the people and God and to pray on their behalf.

You have probably all heard the story of the Dutch boy who was walking home one evening and saw a trickle of water seeping out of the dyke wall. Knowing that this might soon become a breach which would flood the surrounding land and inundate the village, he put his finger in the hole and waited for some one to come by. No one came – until, the next morning he was found, with his finger still plugging the hole in the dyke. That is a picture of successful, caring, intercessory prayer. We pray on the basis that that God will act for the glory of his name (v.17). In the end, as the prophet Habbakuk said (Habbakuk 2:14), ‘the earth will be filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea’.

So let us return – let us return to the Lord, on behalf of our church and of our nation, and on our own account. Like the lost son, let us mend our relationship with God wherever it is strained or distant or broken, because God has made us for himself and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in him. Let us turn to him and seek his grace; ask forgiveness of Him and of those we’ve wronged; work to redress injustice and to help those in distress; and humble ourselves in prayer and fasting so that God may shape and guide us, our church and our nation according to his will.

Taking the mark of a cross in ash upon our foreheads is a sign that this repentance, this turning around, starts with me.

