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based on Hosea 3:1-5.   
 
One Biblical interpreter has written that “when the prophet Hosea, took Gomer for 
his wife, it was a mismatch to say the least.  He was an upright man, a 
respectable bachelor, who could have chosen freely from the fair maidens from 
the northern kingdom.  But that is not who he believe God picked out for him. 'Go 
take a wife of whoredom,' Hosea heard God say.  ‘And have children of 
whoredom.”  (Frederick Buechner)  Geesh; that word jars the ear.   
 
There are several ways poor Gomer could have gotten that label – and none of 
them make the word excusable.  She might have done something as innocent as 
having had sex before marriage.  She may have been raped making her, sadly in 
the ancient world, “damaged goods.”  She may also have been with a man, not 
her husband, after her marriage.   
 
In any case, the two got married, but the story doesn't end there.  In fact, the text 
today from the third chapter of Hosea, has us coming in mid-story. Gomer has 
already left Hosea and gone looking for somebody else.  
 
So, it’s an old story, even by Biblical standards.  It’s a story we’ve all heard way 
too many times, but mostly, in such stories, it’s the husband who wanders.   
 
What happens in this story, however, is that Hosea decides to buy her back from 
whomever is now entitled to her.  Once again, this is a painful situation.  He may 
be buying her back from another man who claims her for his own, or from a man 
who has made her into a prostitute, we don’t know.   
  
According to the story, it took some time for Hosea to begin to get an idea of 
what God was doing by calling him into such a marriage, but that part of the 
narrative makes this rather fascinating, because it takes a long time for most 
people to understand why he or she marries the particular person they choose to 
marry, does it not?  The real reason, I mean.    
 
Hosea realized that he and Gomer were playing out in their marriage the 
experience that God had had with the people of Israel.  God had chosen this little 
back-water people to partner with, perhaps unadvisedly.  And they, too, had a 
short honeymoon period before there was the taking-leave-of-God in the 
wilderness; and the coming back tattered and broken on their knees, and then 
getting lost all over again.  
 
Like Hosea, God took them back and back again with all the same apologies and 
all the familiar promises -- too familiar -- like, "I'll never do it again."  And God, 
knowing they meant it, and, at the same time, knowing they would, in fact, do it 
again the next time they had the chance.  That’s the story as we find it, anyway. 



It is an unfortunate turn of events, is it not, that a woman in this story is cast as 
the faithless partner in the marriage.  Women in the ancient world had so much 
stacked against them anyway.  We know that.  And, fact is, women today often 
have just as much stacked against them.     
 
I have a woman minister friend of long-standing who for 25 years worked for THE 
MARY MAGDALEN PROJECT in Los Angeles. -- a mission to get prostitutes off 
the streets and into healthy lives.  My friend, her name is Ann Hayman, says it 
takes about seven years because, like Gomer, they have to go and come back, 
and go and come back a half dozen times before they find the will to really leave 
that life.  But 2/3 of them eventually make it, she says.   
 
Two out of three give up that impossible way of living and find out how to make a 
new one. And here’s what my friend has learned -- every one of them came from 
an abusive situation growing up.  Every single one, in her 25 years, had the 
same story. 
 
And here is the crux of what my friend learned about the key to the possibility of 
their success in getting out of the cycle of abuse:  “They needed someone not to 
give up on them.”  Let me repeat that.  They needed someone to not give up on 
them, and that’s the miracle at the bottom of the text we’re examining this 
morning.   
 
Now, I’m sure there’s not one of us in this room that, with a little thought, can’t 
remember a time when that was the most important issue in your life – whether 
or not there was someone at home, at work, in the military, or at school who 
would not give up on you. Maybe even at church.  Most of us, I imagine, at some 
point make it in this world by the skin of our teeth, and, if we look more closely, 
sometimes we will say, by the awe-ful grace of God.   
 
So, let’s take a moment to reflect.  When were you ever in a real jam in life – a 
stuck kind of place;  a dark place?  Who was it who refused to give up on you?  
Maybe it was your mom, or dad, a sibling, a spouse, a teacher, an employer, a 
doctor, a youth minister.  Or maybe it was you.   
 
Now, let’s reflect on the fact that we are talking about a difficult marriage here – 
Hosea’s and Gomer’s   JULIA ANNE MILLER wrote in first person about how 
difficult monogamous relationships just are for some people.  She writes:  

 

My boyfriend makes me oatmeal in the mornings. He adds bananas and walnuts 
and milk, and he brings it to me in bed. He places fresh coffee on the night stand. 
When I come home from work, he is in the kitchen making supper after having 
worked all day himself. He greets me with a spoon, asking me to taste his latest 
concoction. Curry. Chocolate. Anchovies . . . .  

 



He has a belly laugh that makes me want to stay with him for the rest of my life. 
And yet... 

In the span of 30 years of serial monogamy, dodging in and out of one serious 
relationship after the next, I have always planned for the end from the beginning. 
Marveled as people around me married. Watched in awe as they vowed to spend 
their whole lives together. 

I regarded them in the same way I regard snake handlers, sword swallowers, 
beekeepers and Philippe Petit, the man who walked the wire extended between 
the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 1974. 

My grandfather left my grandmother to join the circus. Seriously. He would drift 
back into the marriage whenever the circus came to town. She moved seven 
times to leave him, but he would always find her. She hated him the way a 
woman hates a man she loves. 

I’m sure poor Hosea couldn’t understand his own behavior in wanting his fickle 
partner back.  It was like wanting to be hit on the head again, really hard. Not a 
good thing.  Sometimes people have unhealthy, self-defeating reasons to want a 
particularly difficult partner back in their lives.  Let’s just acknowledge that.   
 
Anyway, we don’t know how it all ended up for Hosea and Gomer; whether they 
lived out their lives together, rocking in rocking chairs at the Home for Retired 
Prophets, or not.    
 
All we know is that Hosea somehow, somewhere, got enough psychic distance 
from his marriage to see the implications in it that brought to mind God and God’s 
relationship with the people of Israel.   
 
These were ancient times.  We need to keep that in mind in order to see how 
remarkable and how progressive this text's witness to God's faithful love is.  
Many people say, too simply, that the God of the New Testament is a God of 
love, and the God of the Old Testament is a God of wrath.   
 
No.  What we are seeing here, in this rare Old Testament book of Hosea, is a 
picture of God that is so big and so just, and so loving and so forgiving.  God is 
weak-kneed in the love department and the story is somewhat refreshing for that 
very reason. 
 
Now, I agree, you have to look past the terrible position Hosea’s wife is in here.  
And the fact that, apart from his undying love for her, Hosea treats her in a way 
that is, sadly, in tune with a misogynist culture.  But he does not give up on her 
and the theological import is, God will not give up on us either.   
 



Thinking about why God loves us, the compelling story of Hosea and Gomer 
invites us to look at our own history with love and relationships. Why else would it 
be included in the sacred canon?    
 
Maybe, in the prospect of marriage, we are all given the challenge of truly loving 
one human being as a way of finding out what it means to truly love God and to 
be truly loved, despite ourselves, by another human being.  
 
I mean in marriage we have this avenue where by taking up the task of 
committing ourselves to try to learn to love one person unconditionally we will,   
if we are lucky, discover that we have stumbled upon the secret of how to love 
God. This is what Hosea learned.  This is part of why he gave his marriage more 
than one shot. More than two.   
 
Of course, it doesn’t have to be a marriage where you discover this. But it’s a 
pretty obvious place to start.   
 
Someone once said that to look for a life partner is not merely to attempt to live 
beyond loneliness – it is to search for the other half of one’s own soul.  As I said 
st the beginning, it often takes years to find out the real reason we choose a 
certain someone.   
 
I once heard F. Scott Peck, the author of the book, The Road Less Traveled, say 
that it takes the average married person 15 years to give up trying to change his 
or her partner.  We don’t learn these basic life-lessons very quickly. 
 
On that subject, the most read article in the New York Times in the last decade 
was written by Alain de Botton.  It has the most disarming title you can imagine: 
“Why You Will Marry The Wrong Person.” I bet Hosea had wished he had read 
something like it way back 2500 years ago.  Here is a bit of it.   
 
IT’S one of the things we are most afraid might happen to us. We go to great 
lengths to avoid it. And yet we do it all the same: We marry the wrong person. 
Partly, it’s because we have a bewildering array of problems that emerge when 
we try to get close to others. We seem normal only to those who don’t know us 
very well. In a wiser, more self-aware society than our own, a standard question 
on any early dinner date would be: “And how are you crazy?” 
 
Perhaps we have a latent tendency to get furious when someone disagrees with 
us or can relax only when we are working; perhaps we’re lousy [at expressing 
affection  after intimacy] or we clam up in response to humiliation. Nobody’s 
perfect. The problem is that before marriage, we rarely delve into our 
complexities. Whenever casual relationships threaten to reveal our flaws, we 
blame our partners and call it a day. As for our friends, they don’t care enough to 
do the hard work of enlightening us. One of the privileges of being on our own is 
therefore the sincere impression that we are really quite easy to live with. 



Our partners are no more self-aware. Naturally, we make a stab at trying to 
understand them. We visit their families. We look at their photos, we meet their 
college friends. All this contributes to a sense that we’ve done our homework. We 
haven’t.  
 
Marriage ends up as a hopeful, generous, infinitely kind gamble taken by two 
people who don’t know yet who they are or who the other might be, binding 
themselves to a future they cannot conceive of and have carefully avoided 
investigating. 
 
The good news is that it doesn’t matter if we find we have married the wrong 
person. We must not abandon him or her.  [No, we must instead abandon] the 
founding Romantic idea upon which the Western understanding of marriage has 
been based the last 250 years: that a perfect being exists who can meet all our 
needs and satisfy our every yearning. 
 
We need to swap the Romantic view for a tragic (and at points comedic) 
awareness that every human will frustrate, anger, annoy, madden and disappoint 
us — and we will (without any malice) do the same to them. There can be no end 
to our sense of emptiness and incompleteness. But none of this is unusual or 
grounds for divorce. Choosing whom to commit ourselves to is merely a case of 
identifying which particular variety of suffering we would most like to sacrifice 
ourselves for. 
 
The person who is best suited to us is not the person who shares our every taste 
(he or she doesn’t exist), but the person who can negotiate differences in taste 
intelligently — the person who is good at disagreement. . . It is the capacity to 
tolerate differences with generosity that is the true marker of the “not overly 
wrong” person. 
 
So, the goal is to choose the “not overly wrong person” for us.  That is so not 
romantic.   
 
Yes, and if we can jettison our resentments of the other for not living up to what 
we hoped they'd live up to in our lives, and if we can forgive ourselves for being 
so darn pie-eyed when we fell in love with them in the first place; forgive 
ourselves for being so blind to what was there in them all along, then, I think, we 
can truly grow as spiritual people. But it sure isn’t easy.   
 
In their book, Fighting For Your Marriage, Howard Markman, Scott Stanley, and 
Susan Blumberg discuss what they see as shortcomings in the essay I just 
quoted from.  They agree that we all marry the “wrong” person, but they add to 
that realization this -- the importance of duly grieving the loss of your 
expectations. 

 



“One of the most painful experiences in life is coming to the realization that you 
may have a very reasonable expectation that you have communicated clearly to 
your mate, yet it’s never going to come about. But the deepest kind of 
acceptance of your spouse—the kind that allows you to, as Botton puts it, ‘adopt 
a more forgiving, humorous and kindly perspective,’ can only be achieved 
through healthy grieving. 

“The most amazing marriages we’ve seen,” they say, “are ones in which the 
partners not only can accept their disappointments but also reach a point where 
they can do it together. In other words, they are able to join together in 
acknowledging the things they grieve, and doing so becomes a way of being 
more intimate.”  

The authors continue, “When a couple can say to one another ‘I know this is 
one of those times you wish I’d chosen a different career’ or ‘I know this schedule 
is not what you wanted for us,’ you are looking at a deep and tested love.” In 
such moments we lay to rest our hope for someone different and accept our 
spouse for who they are. Our attention can then be focused on building 
compatibility based on reality, rather than fantasy or regret.” Let me repeat … 
“Our attention can then be focused on building compatibility based on reality, 
rather than fantasy or regret.” 

They are saying that a happy marriage cannot be won just by patient acceptance 
of our disappointments. Once we have grieved, we must take love one step 
further and seek true appreciation for the peculiar “rightness” of the other person. 

Maybe that’s what Hosea found; a measure of grace one needs to accept not 
only the disappointment inherent in the marriage not living up to our 
expectations.  but maybe, after grieving over Gomer not being a perfect mate 
and he himself not being a perfect mate either, to then move on to truly 
appreciate the person that, by the grace of God he could see was a gift to him, 
after all. 

I imagine that what it took for Hosea to quit beating himself up for loving Gomer, 
was the realization that God loved him with an equal fierceness and stupidity, 
and isn’t the world a beautiful place because of that ?   

After all, the wonder of the story is the abiding love of the one who kept coaxing 
her home, which is a puny mirror, maybe for the abiding love of God, who made 
the both of them, and who came up with this scheme in the first place.  A scheme 
to teach us all about what love beyond condition can truly be.         Amen 


