HOPE FOR LOVE

My father never forgave our minister back home for the time when he (father) called
at the Manse just after nine on a Saturday morning to find the Minister sitting in his
living-room, unshaven, wearing crumpled jeans and —wait for it- watching Batman on
the television. In my father’s book, this was simply not what proper ministers were all
about. Proper ministers were to be found, any time of day or night, wearing their dog-
collars and reading their Bibles. Batman indeed!

Another Minister told me of the time when he met a member of his congregation in
the supermarket. She looked astonished to meet him there. “I don’t know, somehow I
never imagined a Minister eating,” she said.

Lucy Montgomery, who wrote “Anne of Green Gables” and was herself married to a
Minister, gave a lot of insight into what congregations expected of their clergy in
those days. Some ministers were criticised because it was thought that their wives
wore clothes that were “far too dressy and frivolous.” And my favourite was the lady
who took exception to the Minister’s cat because apparently it walked along the roof
of the Manse every evening waving its tail in a “rakish manner.” “In my opinion,” she
said, “a Minister’s cat should at least look respectable.”

As your years in ministry go by, although you would not deliberately offend anyone,
you learn not to worry too much about what people think of your clothes or your food
or your cat or what you choose to watch on television. You cannot please everybody.
What does bother me is that the way some people think of Ministers reflects the way
they think of God. The kind of people who think that Ministers should only ever be
seen engaging in “religious” activities are the kind of people who think that you can
only ever know God through “religious” activities. God is purely about going to
church and reading your Bible. Jesus, if you remember, got a lot of this. How can
you be the Son of God? You eat, you drink, you are seen with unsuitable people. You
do not appear to be over-concerned about the religious customs that we-have-always-
done-this-way. How can you possibly teach us anything about God?

The book of the prophet Hosea has not got a lot to say about “religion” as in what you
should or should not do in church. His book is mostly a reflection on the political
situation of his time and he has a great deal to say about corrupt governments, unjust
trading, the threat of invasion, materialism and poverty. The book also tells us a little
about his personal life. Apparently he was married to a woman who was persistently
unfaithful to him and two out of their three children were almost certainly not his. I
could not help wondering how far Hosea would get, even in these days, with your
average ministerial vacancy committee.......

Yet Hosea, not despite but through all this turbulence in his background and personal
life, gains the most profound insights into the nature and purposes of God. One
theologian wrote that whereas, “The other prophets explored the kingdom of God,
Hosea took it by storm.”
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Hosea lived about eight hundred years before Christ. If you recall, the nation of Israel
had divided into two separate kingdoms and Hosea is the only prophet with a book in
the Bible to come from the Northern kingdom. The North had never been particularly
stable. As a nation, it had only come into existence because of its rebellion against the
King and since it had had its own separate monarchy there had been one power



struggle after another. Hosea saw six Kings in twenty-five years and of those six, four
were assassinated by their successors. You get the picture....

The land seems to have been fertile and it was easy enough to gain a good living but
unfortunately, this gave the people an increasingly materialistic attitude to life and a
growing interest in the old fertility religions. I am not going into this in detail but,
when you hear people say that the “gods” of today are sex and money, this is pretty
much how it was for Hosea’s country. Hosea was not a hard-line, kill-joy kind of
person but he could see that these values were producing a country with a weak
citizenship, fragmented communities and families, and with an unstable government
at its head. Any serious religious faith that might hold the people together had long
gone. And right on the borders a super-power was waiting to invade. As Hosea
foresaw all too well, Assyria ended up destroying his kingdom and most of his people
were either killed or exiled.

In the meantime, as I said, things were not happy for him at home. He knew that his
wife-Gomer- was promiscuous when he married her. Perhaps he thought that the love
of a good man would change her. But it did not. She went off with other men and,
when Hosea took her back, he accepted the fact that he would be bringing up other
men’s children. He was not the kind of preacher to share his personal life in the pulpit
but the turmoil in his mind and the pain in his heart come over very clearly in his
words. He was doing his best to be a good, faithful, loving husband and still the
woman he loved betrayed him, not just once but over and over again. Maybe we have
known people who have been where Hosea was- whether in their relationship with a
partner, children, parents or friends. Maybe some of you have been there yourselves.
The pain is unbearable; the frustration like no other. You are willing to give
everything for the sake of one you love and they throw it back in your face.

Hosea, a patriotic, loving man was faced with a crumbling nation and a crumbling
marriage. And there was nothing he could do about either. Even his religion could do
little to comfort him because his religion had always been based on a covenant
agreement between God and the nation. If the nation remained faithful to God, then
God would remain faithful to them. If the nation abandoned God then God would
abandon them. It was set out quite clearly in black and white. Hosea did not blame
God for his devastated nation. From the standpoint of a wronged husband, he could
see that if he, Hosea, was quite within his legal and moral rights to divorce Gomer for
her unfaithfulness then God was well within his covenant rights to leave the nation of
Israel to stew in its own juice.

So whichever way he looked, Hosea was in a very dark place and with no way out.
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When there is nothing you can do, you are left with a lot of time to think.

And when you are in the kind of crisis Hosea was in, your emotions weave fast and
furiously through anger “why did all this have to happen,” guilt “where did I go
wrong” fear “ what is going to become of me” and despair “this is the end. There is
nothing left for me now.” Hosea went through all this but then he found an emotion
he had not reckoned on. He found hope and in the most unexpected place.

He was badly hurt by his wife and very angry with her. Yet, despite it all, he still
loved her. He could not help it. He told himself over and over again that he was a fool
to love someone who was treating him so badly. He reminded himself sternly that no
self-respecting man would allow himself to be betrayed like this. He knew that no-one



at all would blame him for divorcing Gomer and leaving her to her own devices. But
still he could not make the break; not because his self-esteem was weak but because
his love was strong, far stronger than he had ever imagined.

So, he thought to himself, if I, as a mere human, can love someone so much that I am
prepared to put up with all the pain and grief she causes me. If I, despite everything I
have been through, can still find it in me to hope that one day she will love me again,
what does this say about God? For surely God’s love must be a hundred times more
powerful than ours. If I cannot abandon the woman I love, even though she has
broken our marriage vows, then God cannot abandon the people he loves, even
though we have broken our covenant with Him.

Hosea started to live in hope. Maybe this exile was not the end for his nation after all.
Maybe the love of God would still reach out, touch the lives of his people, and bring
them back to Him and to their homeland again. Maybe God’s love would prove
stronger than the whole force of the Assyrian Empire, stronger even than the
foolishness and the false gods his people had chosen. Hosea, anticipating the famous
words of St Paul eight hundred years later, believed that the power of love would
hope all things and endure all things. Even when the mistakes and the punishments,
the false gods and the teaching of lies, the empires built on violence and corruption
had all come to nothing, there would still be an unconquerable force of love
remaining in the universe.

It was worth hoping for but was it just wishful thinking? Was Hosea projecting his
own emotions onto God- we are all very good at that? No, because as Hosea thought
along these lines he could look back and trace the power of God’s love through the
ancient faith stories of his people. God’s love had reached out to Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob and Joseph, the founding fathers of the nation, saving each one of them from
disaster at different points in their lives; God had reached out to his people when they
were living in slavery and had brought them out of Egypt; God had led them safely
through a wide and dangerous desert into a new country. His wisdom had given them
guidelines for living which were fair and realistic. His love had been patient and
encouraging with them whilst they stumbled and made mistakes. No, it was not
wishful thinking to hope in the power of love. There was too much evidence of God’s
love as the most powerful element in his nation’s history.

Living in hope makes a big difference to the way you feel and the way you behave.
As Hosea spoke to his people in exile, he told them that, although this time was tough
and painful, it was not the end of their story. Once again- as in the days of Moses,
they were out in the wilderness, alone with God; nothing else left to them to get in the
way, to distract them, to divide their loyalties. If they lived in hope rather than in
despair, they could use this time to get to know God again, to rebuild their faith, to
strengthen their community and family ties. The final chapter of his book is a promise
of what will happen if they live in hope: they will come to mend their relationship
with God; they will be healed and forgiven of all their sins; their land will be rebuilt
on sound principles and their lives will be renewed. Hope for love meant that there

was a way forward after all.
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It is a pity when people think that God is only about “religion” because it means that
when their lives are less than perfect they feel that “religion” will have nothing to say



to them; that God is only interested in how many Bible verses they can recite off by
heart and not in their broken marriage or their children who have gone wrong or the
job they are finding it hard to cope with or the money worries that are keeping them
awake at night. They will come back to church, they say, when they have sorted
themselves out and they have time to learn Bible verses off by heart again. It does not
occur to them that God’s love is concerned about what is happening to them; that
God’s love might want to get involved in what is happening to them; that, like Hosea,
they may even come to understand God a hundred times better through what is going
on in their lives.

Hosea, through the pain and confusion in his personal life, gained deep insights into
the nature of human love and human frailty, divine love and divine strength. The
message he was given of hope for love is a message that changes lives. If we live in
constant hope of knowing the love of God, then no experience will ever be so painful
that we cannot hope for healing; no mistake will ever be so disastrous that we cannot
hope for forgiveness; no situation will be so dark that we cannot hope to be shown a
way through; no person will be taken so far from us that we cannot hope to reach
them; no faith will be so feeble that we cannot hope that it will be stirred up into
flame again.

No matter where we are, God will find us if we call him and knowing this gives us the
confidence we need to love, to give, to serve, to create, to enjoy. Living in hope
changes the way you feel and changes the way you live.

“Other prophets explored the kingdom of God, Hosea took it by storm.”

Eight hundred years before Jesus Christ, Hosea blew apart the notion that you earned
your right to be in God’s kingdom and preached instead the blessed truth that you
entered the kingdom of God through the love of God welcoming you home.

Live in hope of that love this Christmas and become people of hope, as Hosea was, to
a sad and frightened world.

Amen.



