THEME 4:
GOD ESPOUSES HIMSELF WITH HIS PEOPLE
TEXT:

Hosea 1-14 (For community meeting: Hosea 11,1-11)


BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

This book heads the collection of the Twelve Lesser Prophets. Hosea was a little later than Amos and a contemporary of Isaiah. He preached in the Northern Kingdom (which he calls "Jacob" or, more often, "Ephraim") between approximately 750 and 725 BC.

The person and message of Amos brought us into contact with the reign of Jeroboam II. The 8th century BC was one of great prosperity at the cost of great social inequalities which all the prophets lashed out against. Hosea began his prophetic activity in the last years of this king. Upon his death in 735, the history of the Northern Kingdom became an out-and-out disaster: it entered into an alliance with Damascus against Assyria. The Southern Kingdom would not join the coalition. What had been meant as a war against Assyria, ended up being a fratricidal war between North and South: the Syro-Ephraimite War. King Ahaz of Judah appealed for help to the Assyrian king, who inflicted a harsh punishment on the rebels: a great loss of territories. Moreover, the economy was now impoverished and internal tensions were rife, and would end with the catastrophe of 722, when Sargon II of Assyria conquered Samaria.

In order to understand the message of Hosea, we must keep in mind a troubling religious problem of his time: the syncretism of Yahwist beliefs with the pagan rites of Baal worship. When the Israelites settled down to an agricultural life in Palestine, they did not think of turning to Yahweh to help them in this new type of activity. They thought of Yahweh as a warlike and volcanic God, capable of routing Pharaoh and thundering from Sinai, but had no interest in farming. Thus they turned to Baal, the Canaanite god of fertility and rains, for their "bread and water, wool and flax, oil and drink" (Hos 2:7). They celebrated fertility rites that involved such practices and sacred prostitution, against which the prophet inveighed, appealing to the true God's love for His people.

1.1. Hosea's unhappy marital experience

Hosea lived and prophesied in the Northern Kingdom. His literary style involved a lively fantasy, which he translated in a wealth of images and in a delicate tenderness (cf. Hos 11:1-4) that could nevertheless be quite vigorous: "He has a fine yet deep, tender yet violent soul: a temperament befitting a son of Zebedee"  (OSTY). He seems to have been acquainted with levitical and priestly circles (and was perhaps one of them): he constantly reproaches them for not having a "knowledge of Yahweh," and for thus being unable to communicate this knowledge to the people, in keeping with their mission (cf. 4:1,4 ff.).

Hosea was married to Gomer, by whom he had three children. But Gomer was unfaithful to her husband and left him. This tragic marital experience served to help Hosea understand and express the relationships between God and His people. God is the husband, Israel the wife. But this wife, too, has been unfaithful and has run off with another god (Baal) or with still others (Assyria and Egypt). God loves us as a husband loves his wife: the law of Sinai is like a loving contract, like a covenant between spouses, and sin is like adultery, fornication, prostitution, a crime against love. When Hosea speaks of the love of God, he conceives of it as the impassioned love of a husband, but of a husband who is able to forgive all and begin all over again. It was Hosea who introduced the term prostitution into the theological vocabulary of the OT in order to indicate the situation of infidelity into which the people of Israel had fallen. This means that Hosea envisioned and judged the current state of Israel in the light of the Sinai covenant, which the prophet presents as a conjugal union. Yahweh is the God of Israel, and Israel is the people of God. Yahweh is the Husband of Israel and Israel is his Wife. Now, according to Hosea, Israel is the unfaithful wife who has prostituted herself, who has abandoned her Husband in order to run off after her lovers, the gods of the Canaanite pantheon.

Besides having to put up with his own matrimonial tragedy, Hosea has also become the butt of jests and mockeries as a cuckold whose enemies call him a "fool" and a "madman" (9:7). To those who laugh at him, Hosea tells his own story as an allegory in which God is the husband and Israel is the wife. In a moment of prosperity, instead of going to the true source of happiness (God), she has run off to false substitutes (the Baals).

Hosea paints an unrelenting picture of the sin of his people: there is no fidelity, no brotherly love, no loving knowledge of God. For where there is no love or fidelity, there can be no true knowledge of God. "For he who does no love, does not know God" (1 Jn 4:8).

1.2. A brief account of the power structure and its victims
The Syro-Ephraimite War was a disaster for Israel (2 Kgs 15:29). The Israelites were deeply disillusioned by it all. Dynasty followed dynasty through assassination.   Then came the final catastrophe: the Northern Kingdom fell into the hands of Assyria (722). These continual reversals, fueled by personal ambitions, help us understand the harsh criticisms that Hosea hurls against the ruling class and the utter disillusionment with which he speaks of the monarchy which, instead of guaranteeing the welfare of the people, brought about its total ruin, carrying so many innocent victims along with it.

Official worship had become contaminated by Canaanite fertility rites and Yahweh has become confused with the Baals, gods of the life-force, sex and riches. The God who fell in love with the young Israel in Egypt (11:1), had been betrayed (cf. 9:10; 11:2; 3:1; 5:4). The country has prostituted itself (1:2), offering sacrifices in the high places (4:13). Israel was allowing herself to be carried away by nature worship: she thought of God as sexual power, venerated him as the life-force that hides at the end of autumn and is reborn in the springtime, identified him with the trappings of external power and the harvest. Hence, her religious worship had come to imitate the powers of nature, with its cultic prostitution and its emphasis on natural cycles.

This idolatry was destroying human beings, by leading them to abandon their  deepest values (liberty, justice and hope) in order to sell themselves to the Baals and lock themselves within the bounds of earthly forces (food, power, sex). Hence, idolatry signifies prostitution.

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Structure of the book

We can divide the Book of Hosea into three sections:

I. The marriage of Hosea and its symbolism (chs. 1-3)

II. Sin and salvation of Israel (chs. 4-11)

III. Sin and salvation of Israel (chs. 12-14)

The first section (chs. 1-3) presents Hosea's own family life in the guise of a symbolic action. In his marriage and in his children, the prophet discovers a transcendent meaning. In fact, the whole Book of Hosea can be understood as a commentary on the first three chapters. In this first unit (Hos 1-3), the theme that holds center stage is the allegation that Israel is and has been an unfaithful spouse, and its outcome (Hos 2:4-25).

 
The second section (chs. 4-11) is a seemingly incomprehensible mixture of the most diverse oracles, focused mainly on a denunciation of worship and politics. It begins with a lawsuit or indictment ( "rîb" - ch. 4:1-3) and ends with an oracle of salvation (ch. 11). For a better grasp of the structure of these chapters, we will first focus on the verbs of motion used in them and then point out four principal moments:

4:1 - 5:7: the people do not turn to God

5:8 - 7:16: the people falsely return

8:1-14: as a chastisement, they will return to Egypt

9 - 11: stages of this exile: expulsion - stay in Egypt - return.

The third section (chs. 12-14) also begins with a lawsuit or inquiry (cf. 12:3) and ends with an oracle of salvation (14:2-9). In these chapters, liturgical aspects stand out clearly: twice we find a reference to the covenant (12:10; 13:4), and ch. 14 has the traits of a penitential liturgy. As for its contents, this section contains a poem looking back over the history of Jacob (12:3-15) and another on Ephraim, with a special denunciation of the golden calf and the monarchy (13:1- 14:1). There is still time to be converted and return. Hosea ends with an oracle of hope (14:2-20): there is still time for Israel to repent and ask pardon; time to give up their trust in empires and idols and place it only in God. God can heal he infidelity, because His love is gratuitous.

2.2. God's "rîb" (lawsuit, complaint, indictment) with His people

The structure, like that of an accusatory proceeding, is as follows: Introduction, interrogation, accusation, refutation, sentence. The sentence declares the accused guilty, assigns her punishment, or else exhorts her to change her ways.

2.2.1. Hosea 2:4-24: Israel, an unfaithful wife
A first part in which the unfaithful wife is accused (2:4-17) and a second part which speaks of reconciliation (2:18-24), both reveal an identical prophetic attitude: the embodiment of sin and chastisement, and reconciliation as the last moment. In his own life, the prophet is experiencing the symbolism of the action. The images show that after being married for some time, Gomer, Hosea's wife, turns again to prostitution. But the prophet's private drama fully gives way to the drama of God's confronting the repeated infidelity of Israel, bound to Him with a bond as close as the marriage bond: the bond of the Covenant. Despite his wife's infidelity, Hosea keeps on loving her. The prophet dwells on the way  God deals with Israel and thus learns how he should treat Gomer. He learns how to forgive as God forgives.

These verses highlight the struggle that God has begun in order to free His people from Canaanite cults, since they meant the divinization of nature and the destruction of the historic thrust of salvation. It was the Israelites' new agricultural and settled way of life that had opened the door to the Canaanite worship of Baal. Canaanite worship aimed at controlling the forces of nature by means of the magic rite of sacred prostitution, in order to produce the desired fertility of fields and cattle. Hosea replies that this will lead to results that are just the opposite of those hoped for: drought instead of rain, famine instead of a harvest. But paradoxically, this chastisement will become the first act of grace. God is in love with Israel, with a heartfelt love. Hence, He carries her off to the desert, where the first espousals of the Covenant had taken place, the place of the Lord's return. It is in the desert, far removed from the Baals, that Israel's future will be played out, there she will be invited to respond to Him who speaks to her heart. Salvation is not the fruit of an ethical effort on man's part; rather, it is a gratuitous act of God's loving and faithful will: his hesed.

2.2.2. Hosea ch. 4: Against the people and the priests
In 4:1-3, God brings a charge (rîb) against the people. He accuses them of a lack of truth (emeth) and of loving kindness (hesed), as well as of a lack of knowledge of God. It is an oracle pronounced against Israel who has become alienated from God by prostituting itself and worshipping Baals and militarily powerful empires. Hosea, who has been called to reveal the true face of God through his own personal suffering, fully yields the floor to the drama of Yahweh vis-à-vis the infidelity of Israel. The prophet brings an accusation against the people in general and the priests in particular: a veiled accusation of the culpability of the priests in the sin of the people. It is interesting to note the connection he establishes between the lack of knowing God and sin against the neighbor. It reminds us of what Jeremiah would spell out clearly: "[Your father] did what was right and just... Is this not true knowledge of me? says the Lord" (Jer 22:15-16). Vertical love and horizontal love are inseparable.  The chastisement of the priests could not be more radical: they will be rejected from the priesthood (4:6).

Hosea 5:1-7 resumes the indictment of the priests, expanding it to include the king, for not knowing Yahweh, for sinning against justice among human beings. It was the king's duty to administer justice and it was the priests' duty to teach it. But instead,  they gave themselves over to worship and sacrifices devoid of ethics, and in these they could not find the Lord.

Although this oracle is mainly addressed to the leaders, the people are not left out: all have fostered idolatry. Once again the idea of an overall prostitution appears, but in a certain sense it has been brought on by those who should have been agents of fidelity. The chastisement for this empty worship could hardly be more dramatic: they will not find the Lord whom they seek; for God hides Himself from this sort of worship.

2.2.3. Hosea ch. 12: Jacob is a lying father
Harking back to Gn 25:26 and 27:36, the prophet dwells on the lies and frauds whereby Jacob/Israel got around the Lord. These later took shape in the frauds that Israel perpetrated in its commercial dealings (he is called Canaan, a people of tricky merchants). Israels's call to conversion is a call to love and justice, a call to put his trust in God alone.

Regarding this lying Israel, Hosea presents God, who had used Moses to free Israel from Egypt, as being ready to renew His encounter and continue speaking with them through the prophets. A vain intent, since Israel has turned to idolatry, so that the only course left is to chastise them. But God's forgiveness is always greater than Israel's infidelities. Israel's history has been a history of the rejection of its covenant with God and of His prophetic word which renews the future of the people: "I will let you dwell in your tents again as in the days of old" (12:10). He thus reminds Israel of their first meeting in the desert, in which their covenant of love was sealed (2:5,16 f.; 9:10). Thus judgment is underscored as being a step toward a future historical salvation. In the desert she will be free of the impediments that prevented her from hearing the voice of her "first husband" (2:9).

In chapters 12-14, the historical reflections on Israel's sin continue, ending in the penitential liturgy of 14:2-9. The people manifest their conversion in the form of a prayer: they forego basing their hopes on other alliances, on the strength of horses and on false gods. This conversion allows them to return to their first love.

2.3. "Love," "sin," "prostitution," "knowledge," "conversion"
Love: Setting out from his personal experience (the infidelity of his wife), Hosea discovers the tender loving-kindness (hesed) of God. He uses the example of a husband who loves his wife, eve though she, like Israel,  has been unfaithful. In this light everything takes on a new meaning. The law of Sinai is not just a contract, but a covenant (like a marriage ring) that joins two people in one love. Hesed is one of the great OT words that is too rich to be translated by a single term. The KJV of 1611 uses up to 45 different English words to render it. It is a very important concept in Hosea, where it is translated by a whole gamut of terms to convey its multiple meanings: love, faithful love, loving-kindness, mercy, pity, goodness, kindness, etc.

Sin: Leaving Yahweh (apostasy) in order to become one with Baal. For this very reason, sin itself is known by other names: it is no longer the breaking of a law, but the abandonment of love, a lack of fidelity to the covenant of love (6:7; 8:1). In the language of Hosea, sin is an act of adultery, of prostitution, a crime against love.

Knowledge: the synonymy between knowing Yahweh and justice among human beings is present throughout the preaching of the prophets. Hosea also underscores the idea that where there is no justice among human beings there can be no knowledge of God. The prophet sets up a relationship between the absence a loving knowledge of God and the presence of sins against the neighbor (cf. 4:1-11a).  "For it is love that I desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather than holocausts" (6:6. Jesus recalls these words in the Mt 9:13 and 12:7). God wants love, an everlasting bond, and so he says, "I will espouse you to me forever" (Hos 2:21 f.), which signifies a complete communion of life with Him.

Conversion: returning, turning back from apostasy. But a true return means much more than simply coming back to a proper outward show of worship. I means returning to the first love: 2:9, 3:5; 4:10, 11:5. Hosea conceives of the restoration of Israel by was of a return to the desert, there to conclude a new alliance. God initiates a new seduction of His faithless lover in order to restore their love-story (2:16-25). The Lord awaits our return in order to forgive us and love us with all His heartfelt love.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. God espouses Himself with the people: parable and inculturation

Hosea, the prophet of love, seed his own marriage as a parable of the relationship between God and Israel, not as a suzerain-vassal pact or treaty, but as a covenant  between God and the people he is utterly in love with, not because Israel is good, but rather, in order that it may be good and fulfill the Sinai covenant. God espouses Himself with the people: "I will call 'Not-my-people,' 'My-people,' and he [Israel] will call me 'My-God'" (2:25). God has loved Israel, hence Israel must love God.

The Claretian Missionary must become inculturated through love wherever he is sent to serve the Gospel. He must be a parable of the love of God in the midst of the people. But becoming inculturated does not mean accepting anything that is not in accord with the Lord's covenant.

3.2. "With you is my grievance, O priests!" (4:4): Where is true knowledge of 
God to be found?

The priests are attacked not for their priesthood, but because they do not practice their priesthood as they ought. Their mission is to transmit the knowledge of God, not to act as mere functionaries of ritual practices. The Lord is not deceived or appeased by merely external worship. For reasons of fear and of their own comfort, the priests have abandoned their task of keeping the awareness of God's demands alive. Not only do they not prevent idolatry; rather, they foster it, because of considerable benefits that they reap from it. They keep silent about the crimes that the leaders are committing against God and against their neighbor. That is why Hosea sets up a relationship between the lack of knowledge of God and sins against the neighbor. We must be face to face with God and elbow to elbow with our brothers and sisters. Vertical love and horizontal love are inseparable.

3.3. Power can never save us: the liberating God and the renewal of the Exodus. The return of the son.

Israel/Ephraim is eager to gain political alliances with neighboring nations (Hos 7:8-11), in order to shake off the yoke of Assyria. He no longer remembers that God freed him from slavery in Egypt. Time and again he is unfaithful to the covenant with Yahweh. His punishment will be to return to "Egypt" (= Ashur: 8:13, 11:5-6). Israel will want to return to the Lord (6:1 f.) but will be unable to do so (5:4), because its restoration is the work of Yahweh who, by means of a new exodus, will bring his people back to the promised land, in order to conclude and new and everlasting covenant (2:16b-25). Returning to Egypt in search of life is tantamount to turning toward death. But Yahweh will cure His people of their apostasy (Hos 14:5) and will make them return.

3.4. "The tender compassion of our God": our  Father/Mother God.

God loves Israel: this is one of Hosea's theological presuppositions. Rather than demand, Yahweh has given: "When Israel was a child I loved him; out of Egypt I called my son" (Hos 11:1, cf. 11:1-4). The return to God cannot be made without repentance, without the kind of conversion that means retraveling the road, like the prodigal son returning to his father (Lk 15:11 ff.). God is displeased with His people: "For it is love that I desire, not sacrifices, and knowledge of God rather than holocausts" (Hos 6:6). Hosea shows us a God who is all love and tenderness, who can only be known through concrete love for our brothers and sisters, not through the practice of external rituals. The Jesus of Matthew refers twice to this text in the same spirit (Mt 9:13, 12:7) and glosses on it in Mt 5:23-24.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE SPOUSAL MYSTERY OF GOD
Claret lived the mystery of God's spousal love with his people, in the realtionship of Christ with His Church. Christ made the Church His Spouse and loved it and gave Himself up for it, in order to make it holy and beautiful. As a missionary, Claret had to make the Church-Spouse beautiful through the Word and Blood of Christ. He had to be on the watch lest some enemy should come and sow tares among the wheat. He has left us a memoir of all his action on behalf of the Church-Spouse in his short work, "Notes for Preserving and Defending the Beauty of the Church."

The Saint strove to balance his burning zeal for the Church's fidelity to Christ with meekness and gentleness (cf. Aut 379).

Claret felt united with Christ the Spouse on behalf of the Church, but he also felt that he was part of the beloved Church. In the resolutions he made in his spiritual maturity, we can see his efforts to cultivate a spouse's heart toward Christ ("Retreat Resolutions" for 1865, n.9: Autobiographical Writings [AW], p. 215). In his "Spiritual Notes" (AW, p. 263), the Saint comments on "I will espouse you to me forever" (Hos 2:19), and explains the qualities of a spouse's love for her husband: she is obedient, clever, "she tries to avoid the least thing that might displease him, and is spierced to the quick if she commits some fault that might cool his love for her... She is keenly interested in his glory and in everything that pertains to him... She lives only for her husband..." (AW p. 263).

In the way we live this relationship, we acknowledge the love that God has for His people, and we prepare ourselves to be daring witnesses to this love in a world that is marred by selfishness.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. The madness of power. Among the many thousands of those who died in Rwanda, was Fr. Joaqu=n VallmajC, a missionary of the White Fathers. In the last letter he wrote to his friends shortly before he died, we read these words: "It is always the poor people who are victims of ignorance, racism, dictatorship, poverty and war, and now, on top of all this, of famine, explotation, banditry, violence and manipulation. What id happening to us? Where are we heading? How long are we going to go on like this?" These words remind us of Hosea, who said, "There is no fidelity, no mercy, no knowledge of God in the land. False swearing, lying, murder, stealing and adultery! in their lawlessness, bloodshed follows bloodshed" (Hos 4:1b-2). Today the land is in mourning (Hos 4:3), sometimes swallowed up by the madness of the powerful and the indifference of the well-off, but always, even today, there are prophets who ask us with their words and with their lives, "How long?" We know that power is not the source of salvation, yet it is the greatest temptation for human beings and the origin of all slaveries.

2. Who are our 'Ba'als'? In the times of the prophet, the 'Ba'als' were forgetfulness of the law of the Lord, the wine and the must, consulting wooden idols, fornication, cults... Today they might well be money, control, hedonism, intolerance and oppression. And lurking behind them all, then as now, is the dark force of injustice. Many of them are collective sins, collective idolatries. But there us still a chance for conversion, still room for hope, still a possibility for the miracle of reconciliation. Not because of any merits or abilities of our own, but because of God's loving kindness (h_sed), his purely gracious love, which is the origin of all forgiveness. When we grasp the reality of a God who pardons the whoredom of his people, we are all open to conversion. Not as a return to what we were before, but as a new seduction through the experience of God's love.
3. The Spirit raises up new prophets. We know that the oppressor never really dialogues. He practices socio-political obscurantism. His norm is arbitrary conduct and imposition. The prophet, in contrast, enters into solidarity with the weakest of the weak, and the powers that be are shocked by it. How many evangelizers there are today who share the lot of Hosea! Today in many countries we are witnessing the rise of a host of non-governmental organizations, groups committed to liberation, human rights and the development of human advancement for the poorest of the poor. They are increasingly winning the respect of even the centers of power. It is an impoortant challenge for all these groups to hold firm and keep crying out against those who "commit crimes against God and neighbor." Aren't we, too, called to take part in this prophesying?

4. God espouses Himself to all peoples. The great message of Hosea continues to be as valid as ever. God loves all peoples and the missionary Church is called to be a sacrament of this love. Announcing the Gospel is only possible by way of a sincere and respectful dialogue, capable of becoming a vehicle of the Father's love for all His sons and daughters. Inculturation and dialogue with religions and cultures is one of the great themes of the Church today.


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. To love as God loves us. When people feel abandoned, deceived and betrayed, they turn to God, not just because they are lonely, but because of their condition as persons who feel deceived, useless and ridiculous. How harsh are the words that the Lord addressed to Hosea: "Go again, give your love to a woman who is beloved of a paramour and is an adulteress" (Hos 3:1)! But this is the constant attitude of God toward humankind. God's mercy is the key that opens our hearts to hope. God loves us, not because we are good, but so that we can become good. "Even as Yahweh loves the children of Israel, though they turn to other gods" (Hos 3:1). That is the measure of love.

2. Our life is called to be a living parable. Hosea's life, his married experience in the midst of an unfaithful and promiscuous people, was the thing that propelled him to conversion. The consecrated life, in the midst of a world that is increasingly enslaved by sin, can lead others to open their minds and hearts to the Kingdom. Today, our life is called to be a parable of God's love, a living reminder of Jesus in the Church and in the world. In an unbalanced and strife-ridden world, this sybolism demands discernment and daring. It is not a question of numbers, but of quality, and it is in the midst of poverty, marginalization and dehumanization that the parable of our life can be most significant.

3. Am I an idolater? It would be a good think for me to discern the degree of idolatry that still persists in my life. Our reading of Hosea has given us some criteria. Only a radical openness to the gratuitous love of God will be able to make us true believers.

4. Option for an inculturated evangelism. This is a good time to review, from our reading of the prophecy of Hosea, our attitude and aour praxis with regard to the Congregation's option for an inculturated evangelization. Are we capable of discovering God as present in the history and culture of peoples?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Hosea 11:1-11.

3. Dialogue on Theme 4 in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving ot intecession based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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