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Hosea: A Not Too Subtle Love
Hosea 2:14-23
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I haven’t had very good luck with Mother’s Day. It all started on the first Mother’s Day in my very first church. My first appointment actually began on March 1, 1983. So I was at my first church for about 2 ½ months when Mother’s Day rolled around. I was pretty much a lectionary preacher then, using the scripture that the lectionary outlines for that particular Sunday. The Scripture for that particular day lent itself to show my new congregation how prophetic I was, in the classical sense that we are applying to our study of the Minor Prophets. I was adept at understanding the movement of the Spirit of God and warning the society how they might not be getting it, and in fact may be moving contrary to God.

Now remember, I was a young hot shot just out of seminary who now had all the answers, all the theology, all the right perspectives from a Christian point of view. So I didn’t understand why, after delivering that sermon, I had a whole congregation mad at me. I was ready to defend my point of view, my exegesis of the Scripture, and the Christian’s broader responsibility in the world. A day or so later a dear soul, who is still a friend, came to me and said, “you do realize that last Sunday was Mother’s Day, and you didn’t mention anything about mothers...”
I did notice that the congregation was a little fuller than normal with a lot more families than usual. I just chalked it up to God’s providence of supplying an audience to hear my great prophetic words. I ate a lot of humble pie the next couple of months there. And I soon married Karla who has done her best to keep me grounded, informed, and out of trouble.

That experience may have contributed to my slightly cynical view of celebrating “Hallmark Holidays” in church. Adele is aware of this attitude I have, so took great glee in forwarding to me an email from the Church of the Resurrection in Kansas City, which said this:

Did you know that the official observance of Mother’s Day in America began in a Methodist Church? [St. Andrews in Grafton, West Virginia, specifically] Anna M. Jarvis petitioned her church in 1908 to set aside a Sunday to celebrate mothers after her mother’s death. Her mother had taught Sunday School in that church for 20 years. The date was set for the second Sunday in May. Later that year the YMCA went on to request that it become a national holiday. It was adopted by 46 states and observed across the country on the second Sunday of May in 1909.

Mother’s Day had its origin in church, a Methodist church to boot. However, upon further research I found this:

By the 1920s, Anna Jarvis had become soured by the commercialization of the holiday. She incorporated herself as the Mother’s Day International Association, trademarked the phrases “second Sunday in May” and “Mother’s Day”, and was once arrested for disturbing the peace. She and her sister Ellsinore spent their family inheritance campaigning against the holiday. Both died in poverty. According to her New York Times obituary, Jarvis became embittered because too many people sent their mothers a printed greeting card. As she said,

“A printed card means nothing except that you are too lazy to write to the woman who has done more for you than anyone in the world. And candy! You take a box to Mother—and then eat most of it yourself. A pretty sentiment.” (Wikipedia)
Well, happy Mother’s Day. And perhaps I’ve spent so much time on Mother’s Day because I am a little sheepish about our Scripture that we have for today and it falling on Mother’s Day weekend. I hope that it is not déjà vu all over again, 27 years after my first experience with Mother’s Day in the pulpit.

We are doing a series on the Minor Prophets, the 12 shorter prophetic writings of the Old Testament. We used Obadiah to introduce the Minor Prophets simply because there really isn’t any other reason for using Obadiah. As the shortest book in the Old Testament, though, it still has the essential message that almost all the Minor Prophets possess – God speaking out to remind us that:
1. People should not live at the expense of others.

2. We have a responsibility for our brothers and sisters, which moves beyond our familial and national borders.

3. God is the God of all people and the sovereign of all nations.

4. And there will come a time when that will be known to all and the Lord’s Day will come.

Last week we talked about Jonah because we were being intentional in our 9:30 service about incorporating children, and Jonah is probably the most child-friendly of the 12. And we learned that Jonah is more than a story about a reluctant prophet who gets swallowed by a big fish. The real point is that God asks of us to act out of an attitude of compassion, even toward our enemies.

We back up today to the first book of the 12 Minor Prophets that we find in the Bible – Hosea – which is not child-friendly. In fact it uses themes and imagery that are a bit risqué. Who said that the Bible isn’t fun to read?

Cutting to the chase, the book of Hosea is about a man (Hosea) who marries (using the Biblical idiom) a harlot, who does not change her ways even after marriage and mothering. Now you know my hesitation. Not particularly a great role model for Mother’s Day.
Hosea began his ministry during the reign of Jeraboam II (784-746 BC). Things were going well in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. The nation was prosperous and at peace for the most part, but at what expense? During the reign of Jeroboam I, when the kingdom was expanded and a diverse people were gathered under the kingship, calf worship and the sensual rituals of the Baal, a fertility cult, were woven into the fabric of the life and times of the Hebrew people. It did not exemplify the covenant that God had forged with the Israelites.

Israel’s peace and prosperity were soon disrupted by the political intrigue of the Near East. The Assyrians, under Tiglath-pileser, began to threaten Israel’s security. In 721 B.C., the Assyrians defeated the Israelites at their capital and the Northern Kingdom fell under Assyrian control. Hosea saw these events as God’s judgment upon the faithlessness and immorality of Israel, but also was assured that God’s faithfulness was greater than Israel’s faithlessness.
So Hosea tells his tragic story of love’s relentless pursuit. Hosea’s wife, Gomer, is a prostitute who returns to her ways after marrying Hosea and bearing him three children – whose names are a sermon in themselves. They basically mean “the destruction of Israel,” “no pity,” and “not my people.” The names were a harbinger of things to come.
Gomer leaves her family to pursue her harlotry, but Hosea never gives up on her. “In one of the most poignant scenes in scripture, he finds her on the auction block, being sold as a slave. Her beauty is gone. No longer the voluptuous young woman who could command the highest price from the men who lusted for her, she became a worn out, ragged, diseased old whore, being offered to the highest bidder.” (p.29). That’s the way Jim Harnish describes it in his book “God Isn’t Finished With Us Yet.” It’s pretty stark language, but it makes the precise point of the whole book.

Before anyone else can bid, Hosea offers a ridiculously high price to buy his wife and bring her home. And one has to ask, “why?”
Hosea chapter 4 details the way that Israel left God and played the harlot. Our Scripture lesson from the second chapter talks about how God will woo Israel back, and one has to ask, “why?”
Why should God try to reclaim his unfaithful bride, Israel? Why should God go to all the trouble of drawing her to himself once again? For that matter, why should God continue to call on his unfaithful church, the “bride of Christ?” We’ve been at this for over two thousand years and we still don’t get it right. We still chase after other lovers, whether it is wealth, or prestige, or power. We don’t mind being in this relationship with God as long as it is all about me – that I still get to do whatever I want whenever I want – as long as I still get to worship my idol, which is usually my ego.
We want to be self-made, self-directed, self-dependent, self-saved masters of our own lives. In short, we want to be our own gods. We discover, however, in our quest to replace God with self that we do not have the resources within ourselves to nurture and protect our own lives. And so we turn to the world to furnish us with the goods of life and with security. We look to manmade gods and human powers to provide our needs. We turn to everything but the one who actually loves us through it all.
But don’t get Hosea wrong. There are consequences to our harlotry. God does not save Israel. They suffer the consequences of their action. They suffer their very demise. But even so, God does not quit on them. Sometimes we have to bottom out before we realize that there is a lover who wants us just for who we are. When no one else wants us, God is still working to woo us, to bring us back, to “purchase” us. It is no mistake that salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is often couched in the verbiage of being bought. “Heir of salvation, purchase of God . . .” You can quibble with how far we should carry that analogy, but combined with the story of Hosea, it makes the point – when no one else is there for you, God will be, and will take you home. Why?

Well, the answer is manifold and rises solely from the character of God. First, God is sovereign over all. Our Scripture lesson says that his covenant is even with “the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground” (2:18). Israel’s waywardness, or ours, can’t defeat God or God’s covenantal purpose as the empty tomb on Easter morning attests.

And it’s not just because God is all-powerful, but also because God is “all-faithful.” God cannot live outside of his nature, and God’s nature is steadfast covenantal love. God gave away his love to us and will not take it back, even in judgment.
One of the most beautiful passages of Hosea comes in the 11th chapter. The imagery has changed. The relationship between God and his people has changed from a husband and his wife to a parent and child – perhaps a better imagery to leave you with on this Mother’s Day. The passage has God fondly remembering nurturing Israel when just a child, then growing angry at Israel’s indiscretion, but then the nature of God coming out again, repenting of his anger because that is not God’s nature. Listen to it as Eugene Peterson paraphrases it:

When Israel was a child, I loved him. I called out, “My Son!” – called him out of Egypt. But when others called him, he ran off and left me. He worshiped the popular sex gods, he played at religion with toy gods. Still, I stuck with him. I led Ephraim. I rescued him from human bondage, But he never admitted that I was the one pulling his wagon, that I lifted him, like a baby to my cheek, that I bent down to feed him.

Now he wants to go back to Egypt or go over to Assyria – anything but return to me! . . . My people are hell-bent on leaving me. They pray to god Baal for help. He doesn’t lift a finger to help them. 
But can I give up on you, Ephraim? How can I turn you loose, Israel? How can I leave you to be ruined . . . I can’t bear to even think such thoughts. My insides churn in protest. And so I am not going to act on my anger. I am not going to destroy Ephraim. And why? Because I am God and not a human. I’m The Holy One and I’m here – in your very midst. (The Message 11:1-9)

Hosea stands at the center of our faith to remind us that God does not save us from the consequences of our stupidity. But like a faithful spouse, or like a loving parent, when we have squandered all our resources on faithless living, there is still One to whom we may return where we can be nurtured, loved and healed. So why wait? God is calling each of us back into that covenantal relationship. Why not return now?

That is my prayer for your life and for mine. Amen.
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