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The Years the Locust Ate 
 Joel 2: 23-32 

 
 It’s good to be back among all of you here at Nacoochee Presbyterian Church. 
As most of you know, Jennifer and I started worshipping here driving up from 
Buford over two years ago, prior to moving to the Skylake community. And, 
Jennifer’s membership has been here since almost that long. As clergy, I am a 
member of Northeast Georgia Presbytery. Actually, my one-year intentional interim 
contract was completed just this past Wednesday. We’ve spent the last couple of 
weeks as vacation days at St. George. Your pastor, Bob Prim, was kind to ask me to 
fill Nacoochee’s pulpit. You are a fun church to preach before…and challenging! 
 I must make a confession. The last two Sundays in the lectionary year have 
never been my favorite—“Christ the King Sunday,” changed to “The Reign of Christ 
Sunday” for the last Sunday in the church year (next Sunday), fights everything I 
understand about the historical person of Jesus in our twenty-first century. …I don’t 
think Jesus would have ever wanted to be labeled “President” or “Prime Minister” 
Jesus. And today—the Twenty-sixth Sunday after of Pentecost—has the gospel 
reading from Mark’s 13th chapter on the “End Times.” I don’t fit into Tim LaHaye’s 
“Left Behind” groupie category either. Part of what I do like about preaching from 
the lectionary is that it pushes the preacher to preach on something he or she would 
not normally choose. It challenges the preacher to think, rethink, and be creative. 
But, with Thanksgiving in front of us this week, maybe selfishly due to my 
reorientation after a year of intentional interim ministry, or perhaps how our culture 
(and the culture of much of the world) has taken such a turn toward incivility, the 
second chapter of the Old Testament minor prophet book of Joel always provokes 
creative thought for thanksgiving and the future. 
 We all come to this place of worship to find something…something we've 
lost…something we've forgotten…something taken from us…something we've 
dreamed of…been promised…want/need to be reminded of.  Sometimes we come 
here to celebrate what we think we've got, but no sooner than we think we've got 
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it—this way to a deeper level of living…the mystery of God itself—does our over-
confidence leave us feeling hollow and shallow. 
 The occasion of our prophet Joel's words was an invasion of the land of Judah 
(whether real or allegorical) by a locust plague of unprecedented proportions. Vast 
swarms, perhaps successive swarms, of locusts swept across the land (1: 2-7). 
Vineyards, orchards, and grain fields were devastated. The basic materials necessary 
to sustain the ceremonial offerings at the temple were cut off. Persons addicted to 
wine were desperate, farmers were perplexed, and priests were grieved. The whole 
population was brought to a state of terror and famine. 
 Locust swarms climb and pass unhindered over hills, rocks, and walls; 
trenches and pits are filled-out by the bodies of the vanguard, and the afterguard 
marches over its predecessor as on a plain. Water dikes and rivers are crossed by 
swimming grasshoppers. Supposedly, a swarm of locust/grasshoppers even rushed 
across the Suez Canal at the beginning of 20th century. 
 D. J. Rousseau in his unpublished memoirs of childhood in South Africa has 
said, "on locust years, they eat everything and then die—they eat horses and cattle—
everything."1 
 What are the years the locust ate?  They are … 
  …the year you worked for nothing; 
  …the year you lost your job; 
  …the year your dreams sapped your opportunities; 
  …the year you had no vision, energy, or ambition; 
  …the year you went through a divorce; 

…the year you had a hip replacement, a knee replacement, a 
completely unexpected stroke; 

  …the years you spent working on a college major you had no  
  interest in; 
  …the year you thought you could make it alone; 
  …the year your spouse, your grandchild, struggled with cancer; 
  …the year your house stayed on the market for almost two years  
  with a steep downslide in the housing market; 
  …the year all other persons were stupid; 
  …the year your spouse had a job transfer and the two of you lived 
   in some god-forsaken place; 
  …the year that you dared not stop and examine you own   
  motives; 
  …the year the church kept stumbling over itself; 

                                                
1 Carlyle Marney, 1973 Furman Pastor’s School. Lecture #2. 
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  …the year you weren’t sure the nation would survive its   
  difficulties; 
  …the year that your children brought home a whole swarm of  
  locust; 
  …the year that you were truly heard for the moment and   
  therefore you had nothing to say; 

…the year that your home and surrounding geographic area was 
destroyed by fire…a hurricane; 
…the year…(you fill in the blank). 

 
 Everybody has at least one year the locust ate. One year when the pain or 
suffering or hollowness of life was almost more than you could bear. And it was and 
is to that that our prophet Joel speaks. His concern was for genuine reflection during 
those empty years and a resolution to use the year of the locust. 
 What did we learn from the tough times? Sitting on the edge of our nation’s 
week for thanksgiving, I hope we learned to appreciate what we had and have. I 
hope we also learned to use the year of the locust to live more fully in the 
present…to be grateful, not just for the past, but to be grateful for the blessings of 
this day, this year. If not, the days and the years will pass us by and our appreciation 
for them can only be seen in the past. How many of us have said to ourselves: “I 
wish I had known then what I know now.” What do we know now that we can better 
apply to ourselves and this wonderful life? What is it that we yearn to tell our kids 
or friends or grandkids that we need to hear ourselves? 
 Rousseau also says, "the windrows of your dead locust fertilize next year's 
crop, which is generally seven times the normal crop."2 From agricultural studies 
done on forest fires and the level of nutrients in the new grass that quickly follows 
such a planned or unplanned burning of forest and brush under trees, five to seven 
times the amount of nutrients is found in the new grass as compared to the old 
grasses that has just been destroyed. 
 Early in my pastoral years (“green,” still “wet behind the ears,” and with a 
patient congregation for my youth) I found myself beginning the early mornings by 
reading the 37th Psalm.  

Do not fret because of the wicked; 
   do not be envious of wrongdoers,  

                                                
2 Ibid, Marney. 
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for they will soon fade like the grass, 
   and wither like the green herb.  
 
Trust in the LORD, and do good; 
   so you will live in the land, and enjoy security.  
Take delight in the LORD, 
   and he will give you the desires of your heart.  
 
Commit your way to the LORD; 
   trust in him, and he will act.  
He will make your vindication shine like the light, 
   and the justice of your cause like the noonday.  
 
Be still before the LORD, and wait patiently for him; 
   do not fret over those who prosper in their way, 
   over those who carry out evil devices.  
 
Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath. 
   Do not fret—it leads only to evil.  
For the wicked shall be cut off, 
   but those who wait for the LORD shall inherit the land.  

 
 "Trust in the Lord … trust in the Lord … wait on the Lord and he will give you…" 
what?  Your heart's desire?  Carlyle Marney’s earthy interpretation of that verse was, 
"he will fix your 'wanter' … he will show your heart what to want." 
 Mendelsohn, in his oratorio, has Elijah all alone in his retreated position—
discouraged, depressed, and disillusioned.  It is at that point that the contralto sings 
the words from the 37th chapter of Psalms, "O rest in the Lord, wait patiently for 
him." 
 Some years ago, I was among many who visited the Russian religious art 
exhibit of the Eastern Orthodox Church on display at the Galleria Center in Atlanta.  
One particular icon captivated my attention for almost half an hour.  The depiction 
was that of Mary, the mother of Jesus (referred to as the Mother of God by the 
Eastern Church)—holding the Christ Child. In this particular icon, an intimacy is 
portrayed in which the mouths and noses of Mary and the child-Jesus were almost 
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touching. They were in such a position that Mary seemed to be breathing into the 
nostrils of her child.  
 A strange phenomenon occurs from being that close to someone—to feel and 
smell his or her breath—a baby’s breath, a lover’s breath, a puppy’s breath. Author 
Roy Blount, Jr. of Decatur, Georgia, put that phenomenon into the relationship of a 
loyal dog and his owner: If Only You Knew How Much I Smell You.  
 In one of Diane Ackerman's bestsellers, A Natural History of the Senses, she 
says: 

 We can detect over ten thousand different odors…our sense of smell 
can be extraordinarily precise…the smell of the glossy pages of a new book 
…We see only when there is light enough, taste only when we put things into 
our mouths, touch only when we make contact with someone or something, 
hear only sounds that are loud enough. But we smell always and with every 
breath. Cover your eyes and you will stop seeing, cover your ears and you will 
stop hearing, but if you cover your nose and try to stop smelling, you will die.  
Etymologically, speaking, a breath is not neutral or bland—it's cooked air; we 
live in a constant simmering. There is a furnace in our cells, and when we 
breathe we pass the world through our bodies, brew it lightly, and turn it loose 
again, gently altered for having known us.3 
 

 When the Church is alive and breathing, we pass the world through this 
place—children, youth, adults, the homeless, seekers, the disillusioned, the over-
confident, the hopeless—we pass the world through this place, brew them lightly, 
and turn them loose again, gently altered for having known us. 
 When each of us allows the breath of God to enter our beings, we, too, become 
gently altered and the prophet Joel's promise becomes our own: “the years the 
swarming locust have eaten become restored.” (Joel 2: 25) 
 So may it be for each of us as we move through this week of Thanksgiving. 
Amen. 
 
 

                                                
3 Diane Ackerman, A History of the Senses (New York, Random House, Inc.: 1991), 21. 



 6 

Joel 2:23-32 
O children of Zion, be glad and rejoice in the LORD your God; for he has given 

the early rain for your vindication, he has poured down for you abundant rain, the 
early and the later rain, as before. The threshing floors shall be full of grain, the vats 
shall overflow with wine and oil. 

I will repay you for the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, 
the destroyer, and the cutter, my great army, which I sent against you. 

You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied, and praise the name of the LORD your 
God, who has dealt wondrously with you. And my people shall never again be put 
to shame. You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the LORD, am 
your God and there is no other. And my people shall never again be put to shame. 

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. Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out 
my spirit. 

I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and 
columns of smoke. The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, 
before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes. Then everyone who calls on 
the name of the LORD shall be saved; for in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there shall 
be those who escape, as the LORD has said, and among the survivors shall be those 
whom the LORD calls. 
 
Luke 18:9-14 
He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous 
and regarded others with contempt:  
"Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, 'God, I thank you that I am not 
like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast 
twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.' 
But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was 
beating his breast and saying, 'God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' 
I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who 
exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted." 
 


