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Therefore, I will now allure her, 

and bring her into the wilderness, 
and speak tenderly to her. 

From there I will give her her vineyards, 
and make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. 
There she shall respond as in the days of her youth, 

as at the time when she came out of the land of 
Egypt. 

On that day, says the Lord, you will call me, 
“My husband,” and no longer will you call me, “My 
Baal.”  For I will remove the names of the Baals 
from her mouth, and they shall be mentioned by 
name no more.  I will make for you a covenant on 
that day with the wild animals, the birds of the air, 
and the creeping things of the ground; and I will 
abolish the bow, the sword, and war from the land; 
and I will make you lie down in safety.  And I will 
take you for my wife forever; I will take you for my 
wife in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast 
love, and in mercy.  I will take you for my wife in 
faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord.   

- Hosea 2:14-20 
 

What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? 
What shall I do with you, O Judah? 



Your love is like a morning cloud, 
like the dew that goes away early. 

Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, 
I have killed them by the words of my mouth, 
and my judgment goes forth as the light. 

For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, 
the knowledge of God rather than burnt 

offerings. 
- Hosea 6:4-6 

 

When Israel was a child, I loved him, 
and out of Egypt I called my son. 

The more I called them, 
the more they went from me; 

they kept sacrificing to the Baals, 
and offering incense to idols. 

Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, 
I took them up in my arms; 
but they did not know that I healed them. 

I led them with cords of human kindness, 
with bands of love. 
I was to them like those 

who lift infants to their cheeks. 
I bent down to them and fed them. 

Hosea 11:1-4 
 

I will heal their disloyalty. 



I will love them freely, 
for my anger has turned from them. 
I will be like the dew to Israel. 

He will blossom like the lily. 
He will strike root like the forests of Lebanon. 

His shoots will spread out. 
His beauty will be like the olive tree, 
and his fragrance like that of Lebanon. 

They will again live beneath my shadow, 
they will flourish as a garden; 

they will blossom like the vine, 
their fragrance will be like the wine of Lebanon.  

Hosea 14:4-7 
 
 

When I was in the fifth grade the teachers 
never checked the area between the gym and 
the cafeteria—the perfect place for high 
stakes penny pitching.  The boys lined up 
during recess and threw pennies at a brick 
wall.  Whoever’s penny stayed closest to the 
wall won all the pennies.   

This was the most fun anyone had ever 
had, but I knew it was gambling.  I was not like 
most children.  I was afraid that if I threw a 
penny against the gym wall, I would end up 



destitute in Las Vegas, sitting on the sidewalk 
begging for money to lose at the blackjack 
table.  My refusal looked like following rules, 
but it was really about being loyal to the team.  

My team was made up of people who do 
not gamble.  The reason I have never, ever, 
not once, bought a lottery ticket is that I was 
taught, “You’re better than that.”  “You’re 
better than that” is not far from “You’re better 
than them.” 

One Saturday afternoon, our church 
softball team defeated some church that had 
not won the associational crown three years 
in a row.  Jeff Pittsenberger saw a friend two 
fields over playing a pick-up game, so the two 
of us went to join in.  Their cooler was 
different than the church coolers to which I 
had grown accustomed.  

Theirs was filled with Miller High Life.  The 
scene was a beer commercial—people playing 
ball, laughing in the sun, and dropping a cold 
one.  Jeff was downing his second so he was 
not going to tell.  No one would ever know.  I 
could taste the High Life!  But I was afraid 
that if I took a sip I would wake up on skid 



row with an unkempt beard.  I stayed sober 
because I was on the other team.  

When I was in high school a group decided 
to go to a Bruce Springsteen concert and—this 
is the surprising part —I was invited.  I was not 
invited by my church friends.  Someone in 
Algebra II—who showed signs of being an 
atheist—invited me.  I heard stories about 
marijuana smoke drifting through the arena at 
rock concerts.  It would be in the very air I 
breathed.  

I was sure that if I inhaled, the second 
hand smoke would land me in a folding chair 
in a church basement at Narcotics 
Anonymous.  The reason I sat at home 
listening to Born to Run on my 8–track was 
that the rock and rollers weren’t on my team.  
I did not make it to a Bruce concert until I was 
42.  By then the air was filled with nothing but 
air. 

I am not suggesting that we need more 
gambling, drinking, and smoking.  Staying out 
of trouble is not the worst thing that can 
happen to you.  But while the prohibitions 
with which I grew up seem silly to some, we 
are still tempted to believe that sin is being on 



the other team.  We divide people into “us” 
and “them”—bad people who do things we 
would not do and good people who draw the 
lines where we draw the lines.  

The people outside the church have 
figured out that people inside the church 
think of themselves as better people.  What if 
instead of being taught that sin is playing with 
the other team I had been taught that sin is 
not loving?  How much better would it have 
been if rather than feeling superior to the 
gambling, drinking, smoking crowd, the church 
had pointed out that Jesus ran with that 
crowd?  

What if we had not been so penny-
pinching?  What if we had played ball with 
anyone who wanted to play?  What if the 
church had bought group tickets for 
Springsteen?  What if Christians were known 
not for prohibitions, but for caring?  I am not 
sure I would have been a better person if I 
had thrown a penny, taken a drink, or inhaled, 
but I know I would be farther along if my 
church had not taught me to feel superior to 
those who did. 



That is what the story of Hosea is about.  
The two groups that find it hardest to believe 
in God’s love are penny pitching, hard 
drinking, rock and roll reprobates who like 
thinking of themselves as trouble, and self-
righteous people who look down on those 
who are trouble.  Sinners who want to be 
seen as free spirits try not to think much 
about God’s love.  While the self-righteous 
have a sense of superiority that keeps them 
from understanding God’s love.   

That is what makes the prophet Hosea’s 
wedding incredible.  Hosea marrying Gomer is 
like Franklin Graham and Kim Kardashian 
tying the knot.  Hosea is as self-righteous as 
he can be.  He does not have friends.  He is 
angry with everyone he knows because they 
want more money, they lie, and none of them 
mean what they say in church.   

Hosea promises hellfire and damnation for 
just about everyone.  He walks around the 
subway with a sign that says “The End is 
Near” on one side and “”Watch Out” on the 
other (Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures, 
43).   



 Gomer is proud of never having been 
inside a church.  She is amused when nice 
people try not to stare at her.  She is covered 
in tattoos and has pierced body parts that 
shouldn’t be pierced.  She changes her hair 
color every week.  It is never a color found in 
nature.  Every piece of clothing she owns is 
black—as is her lipstick, eye shadow, and nail 
polish.   

She is the life of every party.  Gomer has 
been around the block several times and plans 
to go around several more.  She is a bad 
woman with no intention of becoming a good 
woman.   
 And yet, there is something about Hosea.  
Gomer does not believe what Hosea believes, 
but it is quaint that he believes in anything.  
With the right woman he might soften.   

Hosea sees something in Gomer.  He 
knows what she is, but she has this life about 
her.  She has something that he lost years ago.  
With the right man, she might straighten out. 
 Gomer is shocked when Hosea proposes.  
She has never received a proposal—not for 
marriage.  She is even more surprised to hear 
herself say, “Yes.”   



The minister suggests extensive 
counseling and a long engagement, but they 
get married right away.  They seem happy.  
When they have their first child Hosea is 
overjoyed.  But it is obvious that the marriage 
is not going to last, and it does not.   

Gomer goes back to hitting as many clubs 
as she can squeeze into one night.  Hosea tries 
locking her out of the house, but he always 
opens the door when she finally shows up.  He 
helps her get to bed if she cannot see straight 
enough to get there herself (Buechner, 43).   

The next night she is gone again.   The 
next morning Hosea hears the door.  He 
smells her before he sees her—cigarette butts, 
musty sheets, and stale beer.  She breaks 
Hosea’s heart, but every time he gets mad at 
her he ends up crying and every time she gets 
mad at him, he apologizes.   

Any resemblance between Hosea and 
Gomer’s second and third child is coincidental.  
Hosea gives them peculiar names:  Hosea 
names the second child “God-will-no-longer-
pity-Israel-now-that-it’s-gone-to-the-dogs.”  
Hosea names the third child “This-child’s-not-



mine.”  These would be hard names for a 
middle schooler to have.  

Then one day Gomer leaves a note on the 
kitchen table:  “Gone to see if I can’t do better 
than this.’  She wants no more dreary talk of 
commitment, no “Where-were-you-last-
night?” and no “Have-you-thought-what-this-
is-doing-to-the-children?”  She likes 
spontaneous.  She likes the thrill of the 
moment.  She likes doing what she feels like 
doing.   

Hosea, trapped with children who do not 
favor him, realizes that Gomer is not coming 
back this time.  When Hosea’s lawyer brings 
the divorce papers Hosea signs them, but 
when the attorney leaves, Hosea has a lump 
in his throat.  In spite of all Gomer has done, 
when he closes his eyes hers is still the only 
face he can see.  He decides to try to bring 
her home.   

When Hosea finds her, she is being 
trafficked.  She has a cut on her upper lip and 
a bruise on her arm.  Her pimp is about to sell 
her at a rock-bottom price when Hosea offers 
far more than Gomer’s worth.  He plans to 
take her home, draw her bath, tug her torn 



clothes over her head while she holds her 
skinny arms up for him like a child, court her, 
and win her love.   

Out of his tortured only-Jerry-Springer-
could-appreciate-this-kind-of-life, Hosea 
begins to understand what God feels.  The 
people of God keep wandering off like this 
unfaithful woman.  They turn their backs on 
goodness.  They want money more than love.  
They say they love God, but do not share with 
the poor.  They go to worship services, but do 
not let it change the way they live.  They do 
not pay much attention to God’s love.   
 Hosea hears God ask:  “What am I going to 
do with you?  Your love for me disappears as 
quickly as the morning mist.  It’s like the dew 
that vanishes early in the day.  What I want 
from you is plain and clear:  I want your love” 
(6:4-6).   
 Paul Tillich argued that when the word sin 
loses its meaning, we should use the word 
estrangement.  Sin is the way we estrange 
ourselves from God, the way we turn aside for 
whatever looks shiny.  The one relationship 
without which we cannot truly live is the one 
we ignore.   



 This story is good news for sinners, for the 
part of us that is proud of our foolishness.  
We choose to be greedy, jealous, and phony.  
We look for ways to look out only for 
ourselves.  We give into our worst 
characteristics until we think that is who we 
are.  The good news is that we are not stuck 
the way we are.  God offers grace that is 
bigger than our foolishness.   
 This story is good news for our self-
righteousness, for the part of us that is proud 
of our sanctimoniousness.  It is easy for our 
hearts to get hard.  Someone hurts your 
feelings.  Someone blames you for something 
that is not your fault.  So much makes us 
angry—hard jobs, difficult people, and 
tiresome responsibilities—so we decide to 
grow calloused, but God invites us to 
kindness.   

When we realize what God has given us, 
we are open to give to others.  When we see 
how kind God is to us, we are more forgiving 
to one another.   
 Hosea changes his sign to read “God is 
love” on one side and “There’s no end to it” on 
the other.  The prophet describes God as a 



mother who teaches her baby to walk, holds 
her baby in her arms, and cares for her infant 
when the child is sick—only to have the child 
grow up and run away.   

The mother’s heart is broken, but she will 
not give up.  She keeps calling her child home.  
The Hebrew word for grace, hesed—a word 
Hosea uses repeatedly to describe how God 
feels about us—is difficult to translate.  Most 
scholars use the phrase “constant love,” or 
“loving kindness,” but it is stronger than that.   

God’s love for us is passionate and 
persistent:  “I will bring my people back to me.  
I will love them lavishly, with all my heart.  I 
will be to the people like rain in a dry land and 
they will blossom like lilies.”   
 We are not stuck the way we are.  God’s 
love will break up the hard places in our 
hearts so that we can come home and live 
gratefully. 
 Some of us came to worship today out of 
habit as much as anything else, but we need 
to hear a word from God.  Because if we 
listen, this is what we will hear God saying:  “I 
know what’s in your heart.  I know the way 
your selfishness makes you act like I don’t 



exist.  I know the way your self-righteousness 
hardens your heart to those who’ve hurt you.  
I know the evil you do and the good you don’t 
do.  I know you wish you could be kinder.  I 
love you and feel the pain you feel for not 
being who you wish you were, but I don’t 
want your guilt or your shame.  I want you to 
let my love heal whatever wounds you have.  I 
want you to feel the love that will not let you 
go.”   

Sermon © Rev. Brett Younger  
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