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This fall on Sunday mornings we’ve heard strong prophetic voices from the Hebrew scriptures: 
Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah. Often they’re responding to a national crisis like idolatry or military defeat 
or exile.  
 
Today we hear from the prophet Joel who responds to a different kind of crisis, a natural disaster. 
Drought and hordes of locusts have obliterated Israel’s crops and trees, turning the nation into a 
literal food desert. (Locusts are basically grasshoppers gone wild — swarming and mating and 
consuming everything in sight.) After interpreting the resulting famine as judgment from God, the 
short book of Joel takes a turn and proclaims hope. So this is the end of chapter 2 (CEB). Listen 
with me for God’s word to us. 
 

21 Don’t fear, fertile land; 
    rejoice and be glad, 
    for the Lord is about to do great things! 
 
22 Don’t be afraid, animals of the field, 
        for the meadows of the wilderness will turn green; 
    the tree will bear its fruit; 
        the fig tree and grapevine will give their full yield. 
 
23 Children of Zion, 
        rejoice and be glad in the Lord your God, 
    because he will give you the early rain as a sign of righteousness; 
        he will pour down abundant rain for you, 
            the early and the late rain, as before. 
24 The threshing floors will be full of grain; 
        the vats will overflow with new wine and fresh oil. 
 
25 I will repay you for the years 
        that the cutting locust, 
    the swarming locust, the hopping locust, and the devouring locust have eaten —  
        my great army, which I sent against you. 
 

26 You will eat abundantly and be satisfied, 
        and you will praise the name of the Lord your God, 
    who has done wonders for you; 
        and my people will never again be put to shame. 
27 You will know that I am in the midst of Israel, 
        and that I am the Lord your God — no other exists; 
        never again will my people be put to shame. 
 
28 After that I will pour out my spirit upon everyone; 
        your sons and your daughters will prophesy, 
        your old men will dream dreams, 
        and your young men will see visions. 
29 In those days, I will also pour out my 
    spirit on the male and female slaves. 



 2 

 
30 I will give signs in the heavens and on the earth — blood and fire and columns of 
smoke. 31 The sun will be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood before the great and 
dreadful day of the Lord comes. 32 But everyone who calls on the Lord’s name will be 
saved; for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be security, as the Lord has promised; 
and in Jerusalem, the Lord will summon those who survive. 

 
 
Aimee and I stood in our Nashville backyard as 
the daylight dimmed, shadows making spooky 
shapes through the leaves. Birdsong hushed and 
nocturnal insects chattered softly. Even the breeze 
seemed to go still, like the whole world was taking 
a calm, contemplative breath. 
 
And then. Then I stared straight into the sun. And 
survived. It’s the only time in my life that I’ve 
gazed directly at the center of our solar system. 
For almost two full minutes the sun was turned to 
darkness and all we saw was a thin glowing ring 
around its edge. We found ourselves jumping up 
and down and laughing and kissing, being total 
goofballs, amazed beyond words at the sight.  
 
It was an awesome sign in the heavens.  
 
On 21 August 2017, that total eclipse of the sun 
felt transformative. We do have clear scientific 
knowledge about why such eclipses happen. It 
turns out that the size of our moon and its distance 
from Earth allow it to perfectly cover the sun — 
from our perspective — when orbital mechanics 
bring all three bodies into alignment. But those 

alignments that create total eclipses are 
relatively rare. So even seasoned 
astronomers sounded a little giddy 
during that 2017 eclipse. You can know 
all the science involved and still be 
moved by heavenly wonders.  
 
That verse in our Joel text mentions the 
sun being turned to darkness, and also 
“the moon [turned] to blood.” If you’ve 
ever seen a lunar eclipse, when the 
Earth’s shadow stops the sun from 
illuminating the moon, you know that 
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the moon looks…blood red. So part of this prophecy that sounds apocalyptic was ancient Israel’s 
way of paying attention to wonders in the heavens. What does it mean when the sun or the moon 
go dark for a while? “Peoples throughout the ancient Near East viewed the forces of nature, which 
were beyond their control, as a manifestation of [divine] power.”1  
 
For Israel, when locust swarms devoured their harvests it became an environmental disaster and a 
national shame. The prophet saw that army of insects delivering judgment from God.  
 
That interpretation is hard for me, and maybe for many of us. I would hesitate to trust a God who 
sends catastrophe into the world. It’s possible that ancient Israel found such a perspective strangely 
comforting because at least it affirmed that their God remained sovereign over all life. We too are 
tempted to want everything to happen for a reason, for all that happens to be under God’s control. 
 
This year fully one third of Pakistan found itself under water when all major rivers there flooded 
over their banks. More than a million farm animals died. Millions of houses were damaged or 
destroyed. Water flooded over 5 million acres of farmland.2 Not even a plague of locusts could 
have inflicted so much damage so fast.  
 
And Pakistan has the fifth-largest population in the world, so this extreme weather disaster affected 
a huge number of people. 1700 people died and many more have been displaced, sickened, 
impoverished. How are we to interpret such a sign from nature? Is God trying to tell us something? 
 
I don’t know. I don’t think that God wants Pakistanis to suffer. Or Floridians. Or Puerto Ricans, or 
anyone else. Yet ongoing extreme weather, record temperatures, historic flooding, vast wildfires, 
long droughts, rising sea levels, species dying out — these are signs of a planet under 
environmental stress. Our scientists have told us this for decades. So maybe the message from God 
is something like, “Hey, beloved humans, remember back at the beginning when I charged you to 
be caretakers of this world? Nature is telling you that you’ve got to change your hearts and lives. 
You can’t go on pretending the earth has infinite resources and will always fix itself.” 
 
Signs from God can be difficult to decipher, especially now when we know scientific reasons for 
eclipses or floods. Yet understanding these natural wonders should provoke us to theological 
reflection. For example, we Americans generate almost sixteen times more greenhouse gases per 
person than Pakistanis do. On this globe where oceans and weather and people are all 
interconnected, how you and I live affects everyone else. And vice versa.  
 
Which is one reason that last February our church formed an Earth Care team. That group focuses 
on environmental stewardship in general, and specifically on helping us become an Earth Care 
congregation. Earth Care is a ministry of our denomination that helps churches make practical 
progress toward more faithful stewardship of creation. The Earth Care program offers resources and 
encouragement and stories and theological grounding for this work.  
 
Churches become Earth Care certified by taking first steps to reduce waste, save energy, tend the 
earth, and educate ourselves about why this matters for Christians. And here at Highland we’re on 

 
1 Carvalho, Corinne. “Joel 2:23-32: Exegetical Perspective.” Feasting on the Word — Year C, Volume 4: Season after 
Pentecost 2 (Propers 17-Reign of Christ). Presbyterian Publishing Corporation. Kindle Edition. p. 518. 
2 Suleman Anees, Mariyam. “The Anatomy of Pakistan’s 2022 Floods.” The Diplomat, 20 October 2022: 
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/the-anatomy-of-pakistans-2022-floods/  
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our way. A few days ago our church session voted unanimously to affirm the Earth Care Pledge. 
Here are the four basics of what we pledge: 

1. Our worship and discipleship will celebrate God’s grace and glory in creation and 
declare that God calls us to cherish, protect and restore this earth.  
2. In education, we will seek learning and teaching opportunities to know and understand 
the threats to God’s creation and the damage already inflicted…. 
3. Our facilities will be managed, maintained and upgraded in a manner that respects and 
cherishes all creation, human and non-human, while meeting equitably the needs of all 
people….  
4. Our outreach will encourage public policy and community involvement that protects 
and restores the vulnerable and degraded earth as well as oppressed and neglected 
people….3 

 
That last sentence makes clear the link between environmental justice and social justice. Although 
the world has plenty of luxury beachfront houses, the majority of people who live in danger of 
rising seas are poor. Food deserts, whether urban or rural, almost always exist in the most 
underprivileged communities. Toxins from mining or fracking or chemical production get left 
behind in neighborhoods that don’t have political power to make sure they’re cleaned up. Plastics 
no one wants to pay to recycle get shipped to African countries, conveniently out of sight of rich 
nations. And so on. So when we care for the earth, we are simultaneously working toward justice 
for all people. 
 
And here’s where our theological work gets complicated. God has placed us in a world of 
complex systems where natural disasters can happen randomly, without them being anyone’s 
fault. It’s also a world where almost 8 billion humans have an immense impact on nature. Our 
actions and our inactions contribute to the well-being of the planet, or to its suffering. But what is 
the relationship between our responsibility, nature’s randomness, and God’s sovereignty?  
 
As Reinhold Niebuhr famously wrote in 1926, “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I 
cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” Our 
Earth Care team already knows many things our church can change for the good of God’s 
creation. May God grant us the courage to change them. And our children and youth will have 
much to teach the rest of us about environmental stewardship, since they will inherit the earth in 
whatever state we leave it. 
 
Beyond these vital questions about how we live rightly, the prophet Joel proclaims that God is at 
work too. It’s true that how God comes to us — how God interacts with our world — remains 
mysterious, subverting explanations. Yet Joel reveals that God is creating and recreating radical, 
abundant blessing. Blessing for everyone and everything. 
 
Don’t fear, fertile land! Don’t be afraid, animals of the field! You’ve suffered drought and famine 
along with the human beings, yet you remain beloved creatures of God. Once again you will 
flourish with rain and sun and verdant growth.  
 

 
3 https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/earth_care_pledge-church.docx  
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And don’t worry, you human beings who are seeking to live rightly! Bible scholar Wil Gafney 
offers her own translation of verse 23: “Children of Zion, sing-and-dance-for-joy and rejoice in the 
HOLY ONE your God….”4 You know, like when you witness a solar eclipse. J  
 
Then comes God’s fully inclusive good news that you don’t have to be privileged or powerful or 
chosen in order to interpret the signs and to join in God’s mission. “All flesh will receive the spirit, 
according to Joel, but especially the powerless — the young, the old, and the slaves, [and all 
genders.]”5 We, all of us, have been gifted a vision of the abundant future — abundant 
environmentally and spiritually — that God seeks for this world. 
 
On a day 400 years later, the Holy Spirit pours into and through a little band of Jesus followers, 
firing them up to preach good news to all the world. Preaching on the street that Pentecost day, 
Peter the apostle quotes Joel’s lush poetry about God’s spirit overflowing.  
 
May our lives and our witness likewise become signs of God’s spirit poured out on all flesh, and 
on all this good earth. 
 
In the name of God, creator of light, 
Jesus Christ, the Light of the World, 
and the luminous Holy Spirit.  
 

 
4 “Gafney, Wil. “Commentary on Joel 2:23-32.” Working Preacher, 24 October 2010: 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-30-3/commentary-on-joel-223-32  
5 Cooper-White, Pamela. “Joel 2:23-32: Pastoral Perspective.” Feasting on the Word — Year C, Volume 4: Season after 
Pentecost 2 (Propers 17-Reign of Christ). Presbyterian Publishing Corporation. Kindle Edition. p. 517. 
 


