
 1 

Second Sunday in Advent – “Peace” 
December 6, 2020 

Pastor Marianne Cotter 
First United Methodist Church 

Baraboo, Wisconsin 
 
 
Joel 2:12-13 & 28-29 
 

Yet even now, says the LORD, 

    return to me with all your heart, 

with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13 

    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. 

 
28  Then afterward 

    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. 
29 Even on the male and female slaves, 

    in those days, I will pour out my spirit. 
 
Luke 11:13 
 

If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more 

will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 
 
 
 
In the second week of Advent our focus is peace.  There’s not much 
peace right now.  There is exhaustion though.  Given where we are with 
the pandemic, where we are with parents watching over our kids’ 
virtual schooling while trying to work, given the need to restrict where 
we go as much as possible, and the kind of divisions that exist out there 
politically regarding how we are responding to COVID 19; with all this 
going on, there’s weariness but not much peace.  The book of Joel says 
“yet even now,” even in a time like this, we can have peace.  
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Meet the Hebrew prophet Joel.  Joel was writing to people who had returned to Judah from 
exile in Babylon.  They were now home, but feeling disappointed.  Things weren’t as good as 
they’d hoped.  A devastating locust plague was going on.  Barley and wheat crops, 
vineyards, fruit trees, all had been destroyed.  And the pastures where cattle and sheep had 
grazed had dried up.  The people were overwhelmed and scared.  What’s more they couldn’t 
worship God like they wanted.  In Joel’s time, people worshipped by bringing animal 
sacrifices, first fruits of the agricultural harvest as an offering the LORD.  But there was 
nothing to bring to the LORD.  All the crops were dried up and the cattle and sheep were 
dying.  Joel doesn’t come out and say, “The LORD is punishing you” with this locust plague.  
Still, there’s a sense that the time is now to get right with the LORD.  “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 he is gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.”  (Joel 2:12-13)  
 
Does any of this sound similar to our lives?  Joel’s community had a locust plague not a 
coronavirus pandemic.  But the feeling of being overwhelmed, fear and exhaustion may 
have been similar.  In connecting the situation for Joel’s community with our lives, let me be 
clear about one thing: COVID-19 is not God’s judgement on a sinful world.  The LORD isn’t 
punishing us in this virus.  God did not make this pandemic happen.  Pandemics have been 
part of history since the beginning.  Scientists warned us in recent years to plan for a 
pandemic that would likely come in the not so distant future.  
 
Yet Joel’s wisdom can help us in this time as we make our way through this pandemic.  The 
key to our finding peace is the first part of verse 12: “Yet even now, says the LORD, return to 
me with all your heart.”  Return to God with your whole heart.  Let’s dig a little deeper into 
what it means to be wholehearted in returning to God.  
 
For the ancient Hebrews the human heart was the center of one’s being.  According to 
Deuteronomy 6:5, we’re supposed to love God with our whole hearts: “You shall love the 
LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  The heart 
was our emotions and our will, our determination, our purpose.   
 
For Joel’s community, returning to God with our whole heart meant lamenting.  That’s a 
fancy word for crying.  Expressing grief and sadness.  They had experienced great losses: 
they were disappointed things weren’t better now that they were back home.  And now this 
devastation from the locust plague.  Of course they were feeling sad.  To love God with our 
whole hearts sometimes means bringing our broken hearts to God.  At this time of feeling 
sad and far from God, Joel urged his community to try again to get right with God; this time 
be genuine, sincere, honest.  Not just “go through the motions.”  Don’t be half-hearted.  
That’s saying the words and not really meaning them.  Joel was trying to steer his folks to 
bring to God everything – both the “good” and the “bad.” 
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What would it mean to no longer be half-hearted in our relationship with God and be whole 
hearted instead?  
 
We can change.  We can stop being half-hearted and become whole hearted.  Here’s a story 
about making that kind of change.  Sam and Pat are life partners.  Sam really loves Pat.  Pat 
really loves Sam.  Sam is really excited about an online retreat at a retreat center he loved to 
go to before the pandemic.  This online retreat featured his favorite speaker of all time.  Sam 
really wants Pat to do the retreat.  Pat is reluctant.  It was about relationships and Pat just 
had a feeling it was going to mean that everyone was going to have to go to break out 
sessions in their ZOOM rooms, and talk about how they’d flubbed up.  And some people 
would cry.  And Pat would feel really uncomfortable.  But because Pat loved Sam, Pat said, 
“OK, I’ll do the online retreat with you.  Sign me up.”  
 
Well, you’ll never guess what happened.  Sometime during the online retreat, Pat’s attitude 
changed.  Pat began to participate rather than just play along.  The effect the weekend had 
on Pat and Pat’s relationship with Sam was life changing.  When the weekend was over, Pat 
was thankful to have been talked into it.  Pat went from being half-hearted to wholehearted.  
 
Have you ever said, “I’m sorry” when someone insisted on an apology, all the while thinking 
“this person is really being petty?”  Then when you found out how you had really hurt the 
other person, your “I’m sorry” became genuine?  That was moving from being half-hearted 
to wholehearted.  Maybe you’ll move along that path in your spiritual life.  Before COVID, 
was worship for you sometimes just going through the motions, mouthing the words?  
When we can worship again in person (and that time will come), the joy of being together 
will inspire us to engage our whole body, mind and spirit in an even more authentic way of 
worship.  But that’s in the future.  Like the people in Joel’s time, we can’t worship like we 
used to right now.  We’re not going to come to church on Dec. 24 and sing Christmas carols.  
It’s not going to be the same.  If there’s a silver lining in Christmas 2020, it may be that it will 
be really hard to go through the motions this holiday time.  Because this year what we do at 
Christmas is going to be so different.  Maybe there’s an invitation in all this, the same one 
that Joel gave to his community when they couldn’t bring their grain offerings or animal 
sacrifices to God.  Joel told them, what God really wants is your whole heart.  Honesty.  
Sincerity. Authenticity. 

 

We can be both whole and broken at the same time.  You can be sad and be at peace.  It all 
hinges on being authentic.  Who isn’t sad right now?  Who isn’t feeling some grief as we 
read the newspaper, listen to the news?  It’s OK to bring that to God.  Sometimes people 
approach God in prayer like when they were kids and were called to the principal’s office, or 
as an adult when your supervisor calls you into an unexpected meeting.  You’re going down 
the hall and all you can think about is your faults.  How did I mess up?  What did I do wrong?  
I’m not that good at praying.  What will I say?  How do will I say it?  Here the monk Thomas 
Merton helps us.  Thomas Merton said, “with God, a little sincerity goes a long way.”  In 
prayer, all you need to do is sincerely tell God what’s going on inside you.  
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Cry if you need to.  Complain.  Moan.  Get angry.  Whatever is on your heart, share it.  It’s OK 
not to be OK.  And being OK with our not being OK gives us a kind of peace.  That is the 
peace that Joel offer us.  Peace comes as the result of being authentic with God, returning 
to God with our whole hearts.  
 
So the take away in all this for us:  find a way to be authentic before God.  If you haven’t 
already, this is the time to do it.  The spirit will come upon and remain with you as you take 
time regularly to be with God in authentic, wholehearted prayer.  Here’s the good news: God 
is never half-hearted towards us.  When we return to God, we find “he is gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.”  
God’s wholehearted love for us is seen in sending his son, Jesus, the one who upon his death 
and resurrection unleashed his Spirit upon the world.  Joel gets us ready for Jesus’ coming 
when he writes of the power of God’s spirit to bring changes that will astound us.  Joel 2:28-
29” 
 
Then afterward 
    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. 
29 Even on the male and female slaves, 
    in those days, I will pour out my spirit. 
 
I’ll end by saying it three ways, in three different Bible translations, first the NRSV the 
translation I preach from: next The Message (paraphrase) and finally the flowery, old-timey 
King James version. 
 
“Yet even now, says the LORD, return to me with all your heart.”  May it be so.  Amen.  
 


