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Many years ago, a woman in my Bible Study group said, “I prefer the loving God of the New Testament to the angry, vengeful God of the Old Testament.”  I cringed and muttered something about God being loving in both the Old and the New, but she was not convinced.  I should have referred her to Hosea, Chapter 11.
Reading Hosea is, in some ways, like reading the morning paper.  The story is filled with political intrigue, questionable international alliances, fraud and corruption in the highest places of power, and messing around with false gods designed to fill pockets and coffers, holding no one to account.
Reading Hosea is also like hearing the cries of a betrayed spouse or a rejected parent.
Hosea was a younger contemporary of Amos in the 8th century Before the Common Era.  They both preached to the Northern Kingdom of Israel of dire consequences for their behavior.  But while the theme in Amos is injustice, Hosea adds to that, the sin of idolatry.  The Israelites were allowing the influence of the Baals, fertility gods of the Canaanites, to infiltrate and dilute their worship of Yahweh.
Hosea uses powerful metaphors to speak God’s truth to the people. This R-rated prophet accuses Israel of adultery, abandoning their Beloved Yahweh and running after other gods.  The language is often graphic and brutal.  Hosea’s own marriage to a harlot becomes a life lesson about the pain and anger that the people’s infidelity brings to God.

In chapter 11, the heart of God is laid open, and compassion and anguish come pouring out.  The metaphor of the rebellious son puts God in a parental role that is heartbreakingly tender. 
 I visited this week with a pastor-friend who shared stories of two women in her congregation whose sons are in prison.  The young men have taken a wrong path, hurt those who love them, and lost their freedom.  
Israel was on this same trajectory, and Hosea warns that the outcome will be the same as well.  Indeed, the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser, is almost at the door, and just a few years later, the Northern Kingdom was conquered and the upper classes taken into exile.
Just as the mothers of those young men must suffer and long for their sons, so God’s compassion reaches out to Israel calling him to return, calling him to come home.
“Don’t you remember,” God asks, “how I brought you through the wilderness, out of slavery in Egypt?  I taught you to walk. I held your little hands in mine as you took your first toddling steps.  When you were an infant, I held you to my cheek, smelled your newborn sweetness, and felt your tiny, baby’s breath upon my neck.  Don’t you remember?  
“I took you in my arms when you were sick, but you didn’t know that it was I who healed you.  I called you to be my son, but the more I called the more you ran away from me, sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols.  Can they hold you with cords of compassion?  Can they lead you with bands of love?”

Then the anger born of hurt comes out – “They shall return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria shall be their king, because they have refused to return to me.”  
My husband and I used to talk to our daughters about consequences of their actions and behavior.  This is what God is doing.  “This road you’re on is going in the wrong direction.”
And then the compassion flows out again, “How can I give you up, Ephraim?” (God’s affectionate name for Israel.)  “How can I hand you over [and treat you like Admah and Zeboiim, those cities destroyed along with Sodom and Gomorrah?  My heart is changed; all my compassion is aroused…I will not turn and devastate Ephraim, for I am God, and not like mortals.”

Vacillating between anger and punishment and tenderness and compassion is a condition that most parents understand.  One minute we want to shake the teeth out of our youngsters, and then we want to hold them so tight that they will be protected from all harm.
This is the God we encounter in Hosea - a God whose passion for justice is matched by the passion of suffering and unconditional love.  This is the God we encounter in Jesus.  Jesus’ anger at those who did not live by the commandment to love was palpable.  Jesus’ tears of anguish over Jerusalem were like the tears of those mothers whose sons went astray.
Beloved, the character of God is mysterious and complex.  The God Israel called Yahweh is not a God to be figured out.  God is the Holy One in our midst.  God is a Lion, who roars and we come trembling from our wayward places and our complacent comfort. 
In his book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, C.S. Lewis writes of children who stumble through a wardrobe and find themselves in a mysterious place called Narnia.  As they wander through the wintery landscape looking for a missing Faun named Tumnus, they are met by Mr. Beaver who tells them that Aslan is on the move and will help them rescue Mr. Tumnus from the White Witch.
 “Who is Aslan?” asked Susan.  
 “Why don’t you know?” said Mr. Beaver. “He’s the King.”
 “Is…he a man?” asked Lucy.
“Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly.  “Certainly not.  I tell you he is the King of the wood and the son of the great Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea.  Don’t you know who is the King of Beasts?  Aslan is a lion, the lion, the great Lion.”
 “Ooh,” said Susan, “I thought he was a man.  Is he – quite safe?  I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”
 “That you will, dearie, and make no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”
“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.
 “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you?  Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.”  
(Collier Books, 1950, pp.73-76)

Aslan, of course, is Lewis’s metaphor for Jesus the Christ, the One who is not safe, but who is Good, whose compassion is warm and tender, who calls all of God’s children from the east and from the west to return home, to sit at the table and share the meal he has given us, poured out in love and mercy through his own passion. 
Hosea, the R-rated prophet of love, takes the message of God to a new level where God’s wounds are revealed in God’s judgment.  In her commentary on Hosea, Gale Yee writes: “Such love is creative, bringing the child into existence to share in the love between the parents.  It is an instructive love that teaches a child to become a better person and to strive for the common good.  It is a tolerant and patient love that allows a child to make mistakes and accepts that child back in forgiveness.  It is an unconditional love in spite of the child’s rebelliousness.  It is a corrective love that intervenes when a child strays too far off the path.  Finally, it is a healing love that helps bring a wayward child to wholeness.”  
(New Interpreters Bible, Vol. VII, p. 279)

The so called ‘God of the Old Testament’ can be stern and even angry when people stray and hurt themselves and others.  The so called ‘God of the New Testament’ can be stern and even angry when people stray and hurt themselves and others.  For anger and love are two sides of the same coin.  But in the end, it is the love which wins out and which calls us home.    
Thanks be to God.    Amen.
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