Seeking God Together 
Recovering Sacred Assembly
Second in a series for October 2011 based on Joel called Seeking God after Disaster  
Text Joel 1:13-15; 2:15-18
Key Question: What is a sacred assembly and how does it apply to us? 
Intro idea:  
Earlier this year Texas Gov. Rick Perry – called a Prayer Rally for a Nation in Crisis at Reliant Stadium.  The media maligned it because they can’t stand anything overtly Christian.   But I personally thought it was one of the most courageous stands I have seen a politician take in years.   If there ever was a year since 9/11 when our country needed prayer this is it.   In the latest brush with danger, this past week, through the hard work of security forces, God has spared us from a bombing attack by agents of Iran.    The prayer rally of Governor Perry did not find a ready hearing because we have gone so far from understanding the Scriptures and our own history.  I think when we are finished with the discussion this morning we will understand more what Gov. Perry was trying to do.
There is a key idea from the Old Testament that we need to understand that we no longer have even in our vocabulary.   It is the concept of the solemn or sacred assembly.  Twice in the book of Joel the Prophet instructs religious leaders, the priests to call a sacred assembly.  What was he was asking them to do?
What was a sacred assembly in Israel?

Definition

Two Hebrew expressions are used to refer to this concept the Old Testament.  
One is a single word (‘atsarah) but is usually translated with two words; in the King James as “solemn assembly”  The NIV translates as sacred assembly.   In Leviticus 23:36 the Complete Jewish Bible translates it as “public assembly.”   This one Hebrew word has as its background the concept of restraining or retaining.  This implies that the assemblies referred to were probably not voluntary but rather were mandatory.   
The other expression is usually two words.  One of them is the word “holy.”  The other one is the word (miqra) which means convocation; a calling together.   As a matter of fact numbers 10 tells us that God instructed Moses to make two silver trumpets.  One purpose of these trumpets would be to call the Israelites together.

The two terms are used in a synonymous parallelism in Lev. 23:36 but it is not obvious in NIV.  This is in the description of the gathering on the eight day of the Feast of Booths. 

Lev 23:36 ESV

 "For seven days you shall present food offerings to the Lord. On the eighth day you shall hold a holy convocation and present a food offering to the Lord. It is a solemn assembly; you shall not do any ordinary work."  
What were the purposes of the sacred assembly?
1. The Bible tells us first of all that every Sabbath was a holy convocation.  "'There are six days when you may work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, a day of sacred assembly. You are not to do any work; wherever you live, it is a Sabbath to the Lord’” (Lev. 23:3).    Undoubtedly in the New Testament Hebrews 10:25 reflects this background.  Heb 10:25  “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another — and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” NIV   “…not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, …”NASU     This regular weekly use would have defined the atmosphere as forbidding regular work and pleasure seeking for that was the Old Testament atmosphere of the Sabbath day.    
2.  All five of Israel's feast days were holy convocations.  In fact since the Passover and the feast of booths were each a week long, each one of these feasts involved two sacred assemblies; one at the beginning and one at the end.    The use of sacred assembly at the holy feasts of Israel focused emphasis on the sacrifices of Israel.  The feast of Yom Kippur especially was a time to think about our need of forgiveness from God as the sacrifices of atonement were offered.  
3. One purpose for which a sacred assembly was used was for the reading of the law and presumably instruction in it.   This happened every 7th year during the Feast of Tabernacles (Booths)  Deut. 31:10-12.   It was carried out by Nehemiah (Nehemiah 8:18).    

These three regular uses of the holy convocation established its character as a time of worshiping God and drawing near to him.  This character especially suited them for one more great purpose for which they were also used extensively in Israel's history.  

4.  This purpose was revival.  All the great revivals of the OT were characterized by a sacred assembly.  These focused on repentance and often included fasting.   A list of those who use sacred assemblies for this purpose reads like a catalog of the good leaders of Israel.  
i. Samuel at Mizpah 1 Samuel 7:5,6

ii. David  2 Sam. 6:14  1 Chr. 13-18 

iii. Asa 2 Chr. 15:9-15

iv. Jehoshaphat 2 Chr. 20:3-13ff

v. Jehoida 2 Chr. 23:16

vi. Hezekiah 2 Chr. 29:5ff

vii. Josiah 2 Chr. 3:31-33

viii. Zerubbabel Ezra 6:16-22

ix. Ezra Ezra 8:21-23; 9:5-15

x. Nehemiah 8:1ff

Revival was the holy purpose that Joel had in mind when he urged the people to call a sacred assembly and to make it a time of both fasting and prayer; of repentance and renewal; of humility and seeking God.  

.   
God’s Promise to respond

v. 18- promise to respond

v. 20 deliverance from the army – double entendre – the locusts and the army to come

v. 25 – divine supply for what has been lost
v. 28 – in the future a great spiritual blessing – the Holy Spirit 

v. 32 – salvation

The scope of the promises given here and Joel is awesome.  God has promised to hear prayer from people who humble themselves before him.   We are reminded of the much more familiar passage but also ends with promise.  2 Ch 7:14  “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”  NIV
How does it apply to us?

At the Texas Prayer Rally, Governor Rick Perry prayed,   quote from a news report
Lord, you are the source of every good thing,” Mr. Perry said, as he bowed his head, closed his eyes and leaned into a microphone at Reliant Stadium here. “You are our only hope, and we stand before you today in awe of your power and in gratitude for your blessings, and humility for our sins. Father, our heart breaks for America. We see discord at home. We see fear in the marketplace. We see anger in the halls of government, and as a nation we have forgotten who made us, who protects us, who blesses us, and for that we cry out for your forgiveness.”  End quote
Early American History
I'm not concerned about the politics here.   I'm very concerned however, that our country today does not have the categories; does not understand the historical background; does not know the scriptural background enough to even connect with what Gov. Perry was trying to do in that rally. Does that kind of rally; that kind of praying have any precedent in American history?    Yes it certainly does, but you have to go back a ways. 
Jonathan Trumbull (1740-1809); Trumbull was a soldier and statesman from Connecticut. He served as paymaster/comptroller of the treasury for the American army (1775-80); aide-de-camp to General George Washington (1780-83); U.S. Congressman (1789-95) Speaker of the House (1791-95); U.S. Senator (1795); Lieutenant-Governor of Connecticut (1796-98); and Governor of Connecticut (1798-1809). His father, also named Jonathan (1710-1785), was a minister and statesman who was a close friend of General Washington and the only colonial governor to ardently support the American Revolution.

The son while he was governor of Connecticut made this proclamation in 1807

WHEN we seriously consider the Being and Perfections of God, with our relation to and dependence on Him, as our Great Creator, Preserver and Benefactor;-and when we reflect on the Evil of our Ways, and the folly of our Conduct towards the Author of our Being and of all our Mercies,-we should be humbled in the Dust before our God, for our sinful Ingratitude and unworthiness:-We have reason to cry out with the humble Publican, "God be merciful to us Sinners." 
WITH these Impressions I have thought proper to appoint, and I do hereby appoint Friday the Twenty-Seventh Day of March next, to be observed as a Day of Fasting, Humiliation and Prayer throughout this State. And I do hereby call upon the People of all denominations of Religion, devoutly and solemnly to keep said Day and appropriate it as a Day of special religious service, devoted to God in solemn Duties of penitential acknowledgment of their Sins, private and social, against the Divine Will and government: and while lamenting their Sins, and forming sincere and humble resolutions of new Obedience, may they be solicitous to keep the Day in such manner as may be acceptable to God, and prove of lasting benefit in their future Lives and Conduct. At the same time it will become us humbly to reflect upon and seriously to consider the Judgments of the Lord, which in various ways, at this time, seem peculiarly abroad in the Earth; and endeavor to search out the procuring causes of God's singular Displeasure. "When the Lord ariseth to shake terribly the Earth," may the People return to their God. "It may be we shall be hid in the Day of the Lord's fierce anger." 

And while performing the Duties of Repentance for past Offences, and forming devout resolutions for future Lives of Obedience, let us offer to our Almighty and all-gracious God, through our Great Mediator, our sincere and solemn Prayers for his Divine Assistance and the Influences of His Holy Spirit; that God may freely pardon all our Sins and strengthen our resolutions of future Obedience; that He will give us an Interest in the Covenant of Mercy through our Divine Redeemer; and that in addition to these unspeakable Blessings of His Grace, our God will mercifully grant us all those temporal Favors which he may see convenient and best for us. -And let us particularly and devoutly supplicate the Divine Favor and Influence on our public and private Interests: that God will be pleased to bless and guide the President of the United States in all his important duties; that our God will mercifully preside over all our national and state Councils at this critical and eventful period: that our public Rulers may be enlightened in and led to a just discernment and ardent pursuit of the public Interest, as relates to our internal concerns and external relations: that God will mercifully preserve our country from internal Confusion and civil Discord, and from external insult and aggression. -Also let us humbly entreat, That our God will bless us in the fruitfulness of the coming season: give us a continuance of Health in our Cities and in our Dwellings: succeed the Labors of the Husbandman: prosper our Commerce, Navigation and Fisheries: enlarge our Manufactures, and give success to our various lawful arts and industrious enterprise: smile on all our means of Learning and Science: bless and succeed a preached Gospel, and animate all its Ministers with the true spirit of their undertaking, and encourage their Hearts by a happy experience of their successful Labors: pray God to give Peace to contending Nations: cause that the peaceful Kingdom of Righteousness may be advanced in the World; and that the Gospel of our Lord and Savior may be extended throughout all the habitations of men. 

All Servile Labor and Recreations on said Day are by Law forbidden. 

GIVEN under my Hand at Lebanon in said State, this Twentieth Day of February, in the Year of our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Seven-and of the United State of America the Thirty-First 

JONATHAN TRUMBULL
From President Madison

This it the text of James Madison's August, 1812 Humiliation and Prayer Fast Proclamation; as printed in the Independent Chronicle on July 20, 1812. 
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Proclamation.
 

Whereas the Congress of the United States, by a joint resolution of the two Houses, have signified a request, that a day may be recommended, to be observed by the People of the United States, with religious solemnity, as a day of pubic Humiliation, and Prayer; and whereas such a recommendation will enable the several religious denominations and societies so disposed, to offer, at one and the same time, their common vows and adorations to Almighty God, on the solemn occasion produced by the war, in which he has been pleased to permit the injustice of a foreign power to involve these United States;

I do therefore recommend the third Thursday in August next, as a convenient day to be set apart for the devout purposes of rendering to the Sovereign of the Universe and the Benefactor of mankind, the public homage due to his holy attributes; of acknowledging the transgressions which might justly provoke the manifestations of His divine displeasures; of seeking His merciful forgiveness, His assistance in the great duties of repentance and amendment; and especially of offering fervent supplications, that in the present season of calamity and war, He would take the American People under his peculiar care and protection; that he would guide their public councils, animate their patriotism, and bestow His blessing on their arms; that He would inspire all nations with a love of justice and of concord, and with a reverence for the unerring precept of our holy religion, to do to others as they would require others to do to them; and finally, that , turning the hearts of our enemies from the violence and injustice which sway their councils against us, He would hasten a restoration of the blessings of Peace.

 

Given at Washington the 9th day of July, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and twelve.

 

James Madison.

The government actually published hymns for that occasion as well. Here are the words to one of them
	O gracious God, before thy throne,

Thy suppliant people humbly bend,

For on thy sovereign power alone

Must all our nation's hopes depend.

 

With all the boasted pomp of war

In vain we dare the hostile field,

Unless the god of armies there

The cause shall own, the troops shall shield.

 

Let past experience of thy care

Support our trust, our hope invite;

And now attend our earnest prayer,

And in our Country's weal delight!


	Our arms succeed, our councils guide;

Let thy right hand our cause maintain,

Till war's destructive rage subside,

And peace resume its gentle reign.

 

O when shall time the period bring

When raging War shall waste no more;

But peace shall stretch its sheltering wing

Round the wide earth from shore to shore!

 

When shall the Gospel's cheering ray,

Kind source of amity divine,

Spread o'er the world celestial day,

And all the nations, Lord, be thine!

T.M. Harris, and Mrs. Steele



 

Need for seeking God today
Ask yourselves what is the need for this kind of assembly today?  We need to look at the state of our country.   We are still involved in two wars.  We are found this past week that we are under attack in new ways that we did not even know about.  We have long-standing protesters in our streets, discontented, feeling disenfranchised, and disheartened by continuing joblessness.   We are struggling in our housing markets.  Here in New York there are more and more houses for sale and less and less people that can buy them.   

We need to look at the state of religion in our country.  We are very divided.  Giving to churches is at an all-time low percentage wise.   Younger generations are less committed to Christian faith.  Schools increasingly influence them away from biblical values.  Even large churches struggle for volunteers.  

Closer to home we need to look at the state of obedience in our own hearts.   More and more people live together, ignoring the Bibles emphasis upon covenant relationships.  Even grandparents live together, not thinking about the power of their example.   How can they say to granddaughters – get married first! When they are not married to the one they live with?  In fact, in the 20 years that I've been here the number of weddings that I do per year has declined from 6-8 to 1-3.  Divorce continues at a terrible pace, despite the fact that God says, I hate it.    Today our country continues to condemn itself by the things it approves – pornography, homosexual marriage, adultery,  destructive greed,  drunkenness  to name a few that the Bible soundly condemns but our society winks at.  Ro 1:32  “Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.”   NIV    Behind these are a host of not yet so critical but still serious spiritual afflictions that we are guilty of— gluttony, backbiting,  self-centerness, immodesty, disobedience, little lies, dishonest practices.. .   You say pastor take it easy … but I ask, have I listed any that the Bible does not list?

My point is simply to help us to acknowledge that we do need prayer.  We do need to humble ourselves before Gods.  We do need to repent on our own behalf and on behalf of our country.  We need exactly what a Biblical solemn assembly provided.    

Conclusion

my purpose is that God would call me and all of us to renewed prayer, to renewed seeking after God in the spirit of the ancient sacred assembly, for I believe our nation desperately needs exactly that today and so do we as individuals and as the people of God.
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