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As I was preparing for the Ash Wednesday homily this year (which 

begins the Season of Lent), I preached to you about all the symbols and 

scripture readings that the Season has to offer, about the ashes 

representing a sacramental of the faith which draws us to the sacrament 

of Jesus’ Body and Blood. During this reflection, I was thinking about 

the symbolism of these ashes, continually reminding myself that with 

God we will be raised to heaven but without God we return back into 

the earth forever as part of the “second death” of faith. I was thinking 

about the sacrifices that we are supposed to make for Lent that reminds 

us of the Lord’s infinitely more important sacrifice, especially on Fridays 

when anyone over the age of fourteen is supposed to refrain from eating 

meat. This form of abstinence is supposed to remind us of the much 

greater sacrifice that Christ made for us on the cross, but when you 
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really think about it, giving up meat or candy or television during Lent 

really doesn’t do justice to what God was willing to do for us. 

During this reflection over our Lenten symbols, I preached briefly on 

a text that I wish to unpack a little further today, a text that we often 

peruse each year but a text on which we usually do not dwell. This year, 

the symbolism within this text affected me in a way that I had not 

encountered before, so I thought I would share with you these 

reflections on this first weekend of the Lenten Season. 

The text in question comes from the Book of the Prophet Joel from 

the Old Testament, which we used during our first reading on Ash 

Wednesday. We don’t focus on Joel that much during our liturgies at 

Mass. Outside of two weekday references to the text, the only times we 

encounter Joel during our major liturgical celebrations is every year on 

the first day of the Lenten Season and as an optional reading on the last 

weekend of the Easter Season, the Feast of Pentecost. Because this story 

has such a direct bearing on my preparations for Lent and the message 
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which I wish to communicate to you, I would like to retell the story once 

again. 

The text was written in the 5th Century BC at a time when God’s 

Chosen People were returned by the Lord to their Promised Land after 

fifty years of exile. The theme of that time focused on the Promised Land 

as a reward to an obedient people who followed God’s direction as 

opposed to the exile inflicted on the people who were disobedient and 

did not follow the Lord’s direction in life.  

As the story is presented in this Book of Joel, the times were 

prosperous for the Chosen People of the 5th Century BC, but, as has 

happened time and time again (including our present times 2500 years 

later), the Chosen People had fallen out of favor with our Lord because 

they had turned away from God yet again in favor of their own sins and 

desires. 

We are told by Joel that the penalty for this disobedience came in the 

form of a plague of locusts that stormed through the land. Joel warns the 

people that these locusts would destroy them unless they once again 
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turned back to the Lord and promised not to sin again. Joel encouraged 

the people to remain sorrowful for their sinful lives and if they 

remained faithful, then God would shower them with nourishment for 

the crops they planted, a symbol that parallels the harvest moon of the 

Easter Vigil, an image at Easter associated with our Lord’s resurrection. 

At the end of this story which we hear at the Vigil of Pentecost, we 

focus on the rewards with which this Lord of the mountain had given to 

the people for their faithfulness and love. But before we can approach 

the end of the story, we must first begin by reminding ourselves that we 

are sinners. We must put on the sackcloth of our own times, we must 

follow Joel’s advice to fast and make penance during our own lives. For 

every time we begin the Lenten Season, we too are challenged to turn 

away from the sins of today and to follow the gospel that is before us. 

As I was reflecting on this Old Testament passage, I went back to the 

image of the sackcloth. During Joel’s time, this sackcloth symbolized a 

penitential garment that reflected the sorrow that the bearer had for the 

sins they had committed. When a person was seen wearing this 
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sackcloth, then the others in the region knew that the person was sorry 

for their sins and sought God’s help in the life of redemption. 

With this image in mind, I did a little research on the subject of 

sackcloth in the bible and came to find out that in The New American 

Bible, this word appears over sixty times within the seventy-three books 

contained therein. According to my resources… 

 
SACKCLOTH 
… is noun a coarse fabric woven from flax or hemp. The phrase 
“sackcloth and ashes” is used with allusion to the wearing of 
sackcloth and having ashes sprinkled on the head as a sign of 
penitence or mourning.1 
 
 
SACKCLOTH 
Sackcloth is a dark-colored material of goat or camel hair used for 
making grain bags and garments. English ‘sack’ is derived from the 
Hebrew saq, via Latin saccus and Greek sakkos. Joseph’s brothers 
carried their money and their grain in sacks (Gen. 42:25), and the men 
of Gibeon met Joshua with worn-out sacks upon their sack animals 
(Josh. 9:4). A garment of sackcloth was uncomfortable and was 
therefore worn by those in mourning. Jacob ‘put sackcloth upon his 
loins’ when mourning for Joseph (Gen. 37:34). When national 
calamity threatened the destruction of the Jewish people in the book 

 
1 Soanes, C., & Stevenson, A. (Eds.). (2004). Concise Oxford English dictionary (11th 
ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/coed11?hw=Sackcloth
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of Esther, the Jews lay in sackcloth and ashes, fasting, weeping, and 
lamenting (Esther 4:3). This material must have been inexpensive or 
of poor quality for ‘no one might enter the king’s gate clothed with 
sackcloth’ (Esther 4:1-3). The use of sackcloth continued for a very 
long time as it is still mentioned in 1 Maccabees 2:14, 3:47 and in the 
NT (Matt. 11:21) as a sign of distress and repentance. See also 
Mourning Rites.2 
 
ARPILLERA (CILICIO) 
... es sustantivo un tejido grueso tejido de lino o cáñamo. La frase 
“cilicio y cenizas” se usa con alusión al uso de cilicio y las cenizas 
esparcidas sobre la cabeza como un signo de penitencia o luto. 
 
 
ARPILLERA (CILICIO) 
La tela de saco es un material de color oscuro del pelo de cabra o 
camello que se utiliza para hacer bolsas y prendas de grano. El “saco” 
inglés se deriva del hebreo saq, a través del latín saccus y el griego 
sakkos. Los hermanos de José cargaron su dinero y su grano en sacos 
(Gen. 42:25), y los hombres de Gabaón se encontraron con Josué con 
sacos desgastados en sus sacos de animales (Josué 9: 4). Una prenda 
de tela de saco era incómoda y, por lo tanto, era usada por los que 
estaban de luto. Jacob “puso tela de saco sobre sus entrañas” cuando 
lloraba por José (Gen. 37:34). Cuando la calamidad nacional amenazó 
la destrucción del pueblo judío en el libro de Ester, los judíos yacían 
en cilicio y cenizas, ayunando, llorando y lamentándose (Ester 4: 3). 
Este material debe haber sido barato o de mala calidad para que 
“nadie pueda entrar en la puerta del rey vestido con tela de saco” 
(Ester 4: 1-3). El uso de tela de saco continuó por mucho tiempo, ya 
que todavía se menciona en 1 Macabeos 2:14, 3:47 y en el NT (Mat. 

 
2 Achtemeier, P. J., Harper & Row and Society of Biblical Literature. (1985). In 
Harper’s Bible dictionary (1st ed., p. 890). San Francisco: Harper & Row. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hbd?ref=Page.p+890&off=522&ctx=+%7ESackcloth%0asackcloth%2c+a+dark-colored+mat


 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 7 
1st Sunday of Lent – C March 05-06, 2022 

11:21) como un signo de angustia y arrepentimiento. Ver también 
ritos de luto. 
 
 
And just like the people from 2500 years ago, we, too, are called to 

wear the sackcloth of today’s times in order to show our own 

humbleness to the Lord, the God in the New Testament that was able to 

resist the temptations of Satan so as to remove the sackcloth and ashes 

from the faithful person who repents and follows the ways of the divine. 

That is what this purple chasuble represents in our Mass during the 

Season, the fact that we are sinners and that we rely on God for his 

mercy. As one of the First Eucharistic Prayers for Reconciliation states, 

“Never did you turn away from us, and, though time and again we have broken 

your covenant, you have bound the human family to yourself through Jesus 

your Son, our Redeemer, with a new bond of love so tight that it can never be 

undone” (from the 3rd Edition of the Roman Missal, English Translation, 

2011). “Nunca te has apartado de nosotros, que muchas veces hemos 

quebrantado tu alianza, y por Jesucristo tu Hijo, nuestro Redentor, tan 
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estrechamente te has unido a la familia humana, con un nuevo vínculo de amor, 

que ya nada lo podrá romper.” 

If we want to see how the end of Joel’s story plays out on the Feast of 

Pentecost, we must first enter into a life of humbleness. As St. John 

Chrysostom once wrote, we must paint upon our house of faith the 

colors of modesty and humility (debemos pintar sobre nuestra casa de fe 

los colores de la modestia y la humildad). If we do so, if we model the 

same type of humility that Christ paints for us upon that cross, then we 

allow God to carry us through the Season of Lent and are placed into a 

new picture of love, a picture of light and baptism and the Holy Spirit 

and of grace. In this new picture, we return to Joel’s prophecy and begin 

to understand of the love that awaits us on the other side of this picture. 

In order to reach the end of Joel’s story and the eternal rest of our 

salvation, we must first begin this journey in a spirit of humility, so that 

is what we are called to do today. Whatever we choose to do outside of 

the normal means of sacrifice this Lent, let us all be challenged to paint 

ourselves with the charisms of prayer, fasting and almsgiving, symbols 
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of modesty and humility within this world. Let us recall those words 

that were used at the beginning of Lent: turn away from sin and believe in 

the gospel; remember you are dust and unto dust you shall return (conviértate 

y cree en el Evangelio; recuerdo que eres polvo y al polvo has de volver). For it 

is through this humility that we model the love of Christ and it is 

through this example of love that we allow God to carry us away from 

sin and into the glory of Easter. By the end of today’s Mass, let us all 

think about one sacrifice above and beyond what we have already done 

to model the sacrifice of Christ. This is our challenge and our prayer 

today. 
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SACKCLOTH (Heb. śaq; Gk. sákkos). A rough, dark (cf. Isa. 50:3; Rev. 
6:12) material of spun and woven goat’s hair used for sacking. Garments 
made of sackcloth were worn during mourning (Gen. 37:34; 2 Sam. 3:31), 
as a sign of repentance (1 Kgs. 21:27; Neh. 9:1; Isa. 22:12; Matt. 11:21), in 
times of great national distress (2 Kgs. 6:30; 19:1–2; 1 Chr. 21:16; Esth. 
4:1–4; Isa. 15:3; Ezek. 7:18), and by captives (1 Kgs. 20:31–32; Isa. 3:24). 
The two prophets of Rev. 11:3 prophesy in sackcloth as a sign to their 
hearers of coming trouble. The symbolic value of sackcloth derived 
probably not from any discomfort in wearing it, but from its association 
with poverty; sackcloth was sometimes the normal garb of the poor. 
Rizpah the daughter of Aiah laid sackcloth on a rock to provide a place 
to sit during her vigil by the bodies of her sons and the sons of Merab (2 
Sam. 21:10).3 
 
SACKCLOTH 
Hebrew expression: saq 
Pronunciation: SAHK 
Strong’s Number: 8242 
 
Key Verses 
Genesis 37:34; 1 Kings 20:31–32; Nehemiah 9:1; Esther 4:1–4; Isaiah 50:3 
Jacob’s sons brought back the awful report: Joseph was dead! Jacob tore 
his own clothes as a sign of great mourning for his son and put on 
“sackcloth” (Gen. 37:34). He mourned for many days. The English word 
“sackcloth” comes from the Greek word sakkos, a rendering of the 
Hebrew word saq. This cloth was usually tied or wrapped around the 
waist and was one of the traditional signs of mourning in the ancient 
Near East. It was usually exceedingly coarse, made of goat’s hair, and 
worn next to the skin. It was black in color and could be in the form of a 
kilt. In one case it was a robe (Jonah 3:6), and sometimes the mourner 

 
3 Myers, A. C. (1987). In The Eerdmans Bible dictionary (p. 899). Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/eerdbibdct?ref=Page.p+899&off=225
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lay upon the sackcloth (2 Sam. 21:10; Isa. 58:5). This mourning garment 
was used not only in Israel, but also in Moab (Isa. 15:3), Damascus (1 
Kgs. 20:31), Tyre (Ezek. 27:31), and in Nineveh (Jonah 3:5). Prophets 
often wore sackcloth because of the messages of doom and destruction 
they had to deliver (Isa. 20:2). In some cases, this garment was worn as a 
sign of submission and humility (1 Kgs. 20:31). During a time of 
impending national disaster, Hezekiah put on sackcloth when he sought 
help and deliverance from the Assyrians through the Lord (2 Kgs. 19:1). 
In the book of Esther, the annihilation of the Jews in the Persian Empire 
was pending. Haman, one of the last living Amalekites, had deceitfully 
negotiated to have the Jewish people destroyed on a given day. 
Mordecai learned of Haman’s plot to destroy them and covered himself 
in “ashes” and “sackcloth,” asserting by these signs of mourning that he 
was ready to die rather than see this catastrophe happen. Sackcloth and 
ashes are mentioned four times in Esther 4 as Mordecai is beside himself 
at the possible catastrophe that faces his people (Esth. 4:1–4). Ashes, put 
on one’s head or body, are another sign of mourning that often 
accompanied the wearing of sackcloth. 
 
The New Testament also speaks of sackcloth. In the end time, the sun 
turns black “like sackcloth” (Rev. 6:12; sakkos in Greek). Two witnesses 
of the Lord will wear sackcloth and prophesy about God’s impending 
judgement (Rev. 11:3). Sackcloth is not used in general among Christians 
today—in fact, “mourning” is something we do only for the loss of a 
loved one. Perhaps the church ought to recognize the appropriateness of 
“mourning” for ourselves when we sin against God, as well as for the 
wayward people around us—showing our humility and submission to 
our holy God.4 

 
4 Carpenter, E. E., & Comfort, P. W. (2000). In Holman treasury of key Bible words: 200 
Greek and 200 Hebrew words defined and explained (p. 158). Nashville, TN: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hlmnkybblwds?ref=Page.p+158&off=944
https://ref.ly/logosres/hlmnkybblwds?ref=Page.p+158&off=944
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SACKCLOTH 
Sackcloth, a dark-colored material of goat or camel hair used for making 
grain bags and garments. English ‘sack’ is derived from the Hebrew saq, 
via Latin saccus and Greek sakkos. Joseph’s brothers carried their money 
and their grain in sacks (Gen. 42:25), and the men of Gibeon met Joshua 
with worn-out sacks upon their sack animals (Josh. 9:4). A garment of 
sackcloth was uncomfortable and was therefore worn by those in 
mourning. Jacob ‘put sackcloth upon his loins’ when mourning for 
Joseph (Gen. 37:34). When national calamity threatened the destruction 
of the Jewish people in the book of Esther, the Jews lay in sackcloth and 
ashes, fasting, weeping, and lamenting (Esther 4:3). This material must 
have been inexpensive or of poor quality for ‘no one might enter the 
king’s gate clothed with sackcloth’ (Esther 4:1-3). The use of sackcloth 
continued for a very long time as it is still mentioned in 1 Macc. 2:14, 
3:47 and in the nt (Matt. 11:21) as a sign of distress and repentance. See 
also Mourning Rites.5 
 
SACKCLOTH 
■ noun a coarse fabric woven from flax or hemp. 
—phrases 
sackcloth and ashes used with allusion to the wearing of sackcloth and 
having ashes sprinkled on the head as a sign of penitence or mourning.6 
 

 
5 Achtemeier, P. J., Harper & Row and Society of Biblical Literature. (1985). In 
Harper’s Bible dictionary (1st ed., p. 890). San Francisco: Harper & Row. 
6 Soanes, C., & Stevenson, A. (Eds.). (2004). Concise Oxford English dictionary (11th 
ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hbd?ref=Page.p+890&off=522&ctx=+%7ESackcloth%0asackcloth%2c+a+dark-colored+mat
https://ref.ly/logosres/coed11?hw=Sackcloth
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SACKCLOTH 
♦ F5a Sackcloth in general 
The sun became black as sackcloth (Rev. 6:12); put on sackcloth and 
mourn (Isa. 22:12; Jer. 49:3; Joel 1:13); put on sackcloth and mourn Abner 
(2 Sam. 3:31); put on sackcloth, lament and wail (Jer. 4:8); let us wear 
sackcloth (1 Kgs. 20:31); when they were ill, my clothing was sackcloth 
(Ps. 35:13); instead of fine robes, sackcloth (Isa. 3:24); I made sackcloth 
my clothing (Ps. 69:11); they put on sackcloth (1 Kgs. 20:32; Isa. 15:3; 
Jonah 3:5–8); the king wore sackcloth underneath (2 Kgs. 6:30); the 
leaders were covered with sackcloth (2 Kgs. 19:2); the elders of the 
priests covered with sackcloth (Isa. 37:2); Israel fasted and put sackcloth 
with dirt on them (Neh. 9:1); no one in sackcloth could enter the king’s 
gate (Esther 4:2); spreading sackcloth on the rock (2 Sam. 21:10); they 
clothe themselves with sackcloth (Ezek. 27:31); lament like a virgin in 
sackcloth the bridegroom of her youth (Joel 1:8); pass the night in 
sackcloth (Joel 1:13); I will bring sackcloth on all loins and baldness on 
all heads (Amos 8:10); both man and beast must be covered in sackcloth 
(Jonah 3:8); they gird themselves with sackcloth (Ezek. 7:18); there is 
sackcloth on all the loins (Jer. 48:37); Esther requested Mordecai to take 
off his sackcloth (Esther 4:4); you have loosed my sackcloth (Ps. 30:11). 
 
♦ F5b Sackcloth and ashes 
Put on sackcloth and roll in ashes (Jer. 6:26); Mordecai put on sackcloth 
and ashes (Esther 4:1); many Jews lay in sackcloth and ashes (Esther 4:3); 
repenting in sackcloth and ashes (Matt. 11:21; Luke 10:13). 
 
♦ F5c Those who wore sackcloth 
Those who wore sackcloth: Ahab (1 Kgs. 21:27); Daniel (Dan. 9:3); David 
and the elders (1 Chr. 21:16); Hezekiah (2 Kgs. 19:1; Isa. 37:1); Isaiah (Isa. 
20:2); Jacob put sackcloth on (Gen. 37:34); Job (Job 16:15); Moab (Isa. 
15:2–3); Mordecai (Esther 4:1; Esther 4:4); the king of Israel (2 Kgs. 6:30); 
the Israelites (Neh. 9:1); the elders of Zion (Lam. 2:10); the king of 
Nineveh (Jonah 3:6); two witnesses (Rev. 11:3). 
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▼ F6 Haircloth 
Goats’ hair for the tabernacle (Exod. 25:4; Exod. 35:6; Exod. 35:23); 
spinning goats’ hair (Exod. 35:26); goats’ hair for the curtains (Exod. 
26:7; Exod. 36:14); purify every article of goats’ hair (Num. 31:20); a 
pillow of goats’ hair (1 Sam. 19:13; 1 Sam. 19:16); Elijah wore a garment 
of haircloth (2 Kgs. 1:8); a prophet will not put on a hairy mantle (Zech. 
13:4); John wore a garment of camel’s hair (Matt. 3:4).7 

 
7 Day, A. C. (2009). Collins Thesaurus of the Bible. Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 
Software. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/collinsthesbbl?art=cat631.f.5.a&off=1008
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