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  The book called Hosea gains much of its impact by beginning with third- and first-person accounts of the prophet’s human love, which form acted parables of Yahweh’s relationship with Israel.  Following the two accounts are prophetic sayings which explicitly portray that relationship in terms of a failed marriage, and subsequent chapters include further material which takes up the same motif.  Then near the end the book includes another first-person passage in which Yahweh this time describes the relationship with Israel as that of a parent with children; it is again a troubled relationship.
  The opening chapters of the book raise the problem that they describe events solely from the man’s perspective, attribute the problems in the relationship entirely to female sexual faithlessness, support this stance by making Hosea symbolize loving Yahweh and Gomer faithless Israel, and portray Yahweh behaving violently towards Israel in punishment for her faithlessness.  We are familiar with the experience of there being two sides to every marital story.  We wonder what might be Gomer’s.  We are familiar with the problem that men may have with women’s sexuality.  We wonder in particular whether we need to ask questions about Hosea’s explicit and implicit account of Gomer’s promiscuity.  We are familiar with violence as a feature of the marriage relationship, particularly when the man feels it is under strain.  We wonder whether the attributing of quasi-marital violence to Yahweh reflects a feature of Hosea’s marriage relationship, and fear lest it seem to offer justification for male violence within marriage.
  It would be inappropriate to ricochet from a demonizing of Gomer to a demonizing of Hosea.  We are also familiar with the way in which two people’s description of their failed marriage can seem as incompatible as the marriage itself, and yet either of their descriptions can seem quite coherent and plausible when considered in isolation.  One listens to a man or a woman and can imagine how they would see the story like that; one can feel the hurt yet have to remind oneself that both their interpretations of what has gone on cannot be true.
  In this paper we want to try to imagine how Hosea and Gomer’s marriage might have seemed to each of these people.  We are utilizing what the book tells us about their relationship (our concern being the Hosea and Gomer portrayed in the book, rather than any ‘historical’ Hosea and Gomer who might be reconstructed).  We are utilizing what the book says about the relationship between Yahweh and Israel, on the assumption that this is also a prism through which their relationship is portrayed, and through which Hosea himself works out his difficulties.  We are utilizing the ‘gaps’ in the story and seeking to fill them in the light of what is often true about human relationships, and of what we have ourselves experienced.  Our aim is to get beneath the skin of Hosea and Gomer in order better to understand the prophecy of Hosea, better to understand the relationship between Yahweh and Israel which it portrays, and better to understand ourselves.  We are aware of warnings about ‘psychologizing’ biblical characters, but are not clear that this approach is in any more systematic danger of eisegesis than any other approach to interpretation.
  In our attempt to enter the text, we tried to imagine ourselves as Hosea and Gomer telling their story to a counsellor.  After independently writing our separate accounts of their stories, we took part in an hour’s role-play with a counsellor colleague.  We then listened to a recording of the role-play and condensed the main points into a shorter dialogue in which Hosea and Gomer address each other.
  In subsequently presenting this paper to the Nottingham Theological Society, we included a reading of much of Hosea 1-3.  Several participants commented on the power of the material when read aloud.  We ask readers themselves to read aloud what immediately follows, in a way which reflects the strength of the words, especially the violence and the yearning in the middle paragraphs.  The notes relate only to some textual/exegetical issues raised by the material which relate to our particular angle of concern in this paper; many other exegetical points are of course debated.


Hosea 1-3

The beginning of Yahweh’s speaking through Hosea.  Yahweh said to Hosea, ‘Go and get yourself a licentious woman and children of licentiousness, because the land is rampantly licentious in its relationship with Yahweh.’  So he went and got Gomer bat-Diblayim.  She conceived and bore him a son.  Yahweh said to him, ‘Call him “God-sows”...’.  She again conceived and bore a daughter.  He said to him, ‘Call her “Uncared-for”, because I will no longer care for the house of Israel...’.  She weaned  Uncared-for and conceived and bore a son.  He said, ‘Call him “Not-my-people”, because you are not my people and I will not be yours’.  (1.2-9)
  But the number of the Israelites will be like the sand on the seashore which cannot be measured or counted.  In the place where it used to be said to them ‘You are not my people’, it will be said to them ‘You are children of the living God’....  Say to your brothers ‘My people’ and to your sisters ‘Cared-for’.  (2.1-3 [1.10-2.1])
  ‘Confront your mother, confront her, because she is not my woman and I am not her man.  She must remove her promiscuity from her face and her adultery from between her breasts.  Otherwise I will strip her naked and make her as bare as the day she was born.  I will make her like the wilderness.  I will turn her into a parched land.  I will kill her with thirst.  I will not care for her children, because they are the children of licentiousness, because their mother committed licentiousness.  She acted shamefully when she conceived them, because she said “I will go after my lovers, who give me my food and my water, my wool and my linen, my oil and my drink”.  Because of that, here, I am putting a hedge around your way with thornbushes, walling her in.  She will not be able to go on her travels.  She will chase after her lovers but not catch them.  When she seeks them she will not find them.  She will say “I will go back to my first man, because I was better off then than now”.  (2.4-9 [2-7])
  She does not acknowledge that I am the one who gave her the grain and the new wine and the new oil and lavished silver and gold on her, which she used for the Lord.  Because of that I will go back, and I will take my grain at its moment and my new wine at their time.  I will remove my wool and my linen for the covering of her nakedness.  I will now expose her stupidity before the eyes of her lovers.  No-one will remove her from my power....  I will see to her for her days with the Lords for whom she burned incense and decked herself with her rings and her jewellery and went after her lovers - and forgot me’ (Yahweh’s oracle).  (2.10-15 [8-13])
  ‘Because of that I am enticing her and leading her into the wilderness and speaking words of love.  I will give her her vineyards from there, and Trouble Valley as Hope’s Door.  She will sing there in the way she did when she was young, when she came up from the land of Egypt.  That day’ (Yahweh’s oracle) ‘you will call out “my man”.  You will no longer call me “my Lord”.  I will remove the names of the Lords from her lips....  I will betroth you to me for ever.  I will betroth you to me with right judgment and caring commitment.  I will betroth you to me with faithfulness, and you will acknowledge Yahweh.  That day I will sing’ (Yahweh’s oracle) ‘I will sing of the heavens and they will sing of the earth and the earth will sing of the grain and the grape and the olive and they will sing of “God-sows”.  I will sow her for me in the land, and I will care for “Uncared-for” and say to “Not-my-people”, “you are my people”, and he will say, “my God”.’ (2.16-25 [14-23])
  Yahweh said to me, ‘Go again and love a woman who is loved by someone else and who is an adulterer, with love like Yahweh’s for the Israelites - who turn to other gods and love raisin cakes.  So I bought her for myself for fifteen silver shekels and a homer and a lethek of barley.  I said to her, ‘You are to live as mine for a long time.  You are not to be promiscuous or to belong to another man.  And I will also be yours.’  Because the Israelites will live for a long time without king or commander, without sacrifice or massebah, without ephod or teraphim.  Later the Israelites will turn and seek Yahweh their God and David their king.  They will tremble before Yahweh and his goodness in the end.  (3.1-5)


Hosea’s account of his relationship with Gomer

I was 22 before I married Gomer, rather older than the other young men in the community.  I had known many girls in our village and my parents had discussed my marrying several, but they didn’t impose a marriage to one of them upon me, and for my part I couldn’t be sure I wanted to commit myself to one of them.  Then I fell in love with Gomer, really, as she grew up.  As a teenager she had an animal sexuality about her, an incredible physicality and liveliness.  She was always unconsciously taunting the village boys with her feminine-ness.  I realized I was wondering what went on when they all went off walking and laughing and joking in the woods around the village.
  Being grown-up but unmarried, I didn’t quite fit into village life, and I suppose this was part of what drew me into a more serious involvement with the shrine than other young adults.  I began to get angry with the way most people in the village combined their allegiance to Yahweh with an involvement in traditional religion.  I wondered whether Yahweh wanted me to speak out for him about this, but I didn’t know how to do that; I had no role models.
  Then I believed that Yahweh was telling me to marry Gomer.  I just don’t know how far I was providing a religious rationalization for what I wanted to do anyway.  I wasn’t quite capable of thinking in these terms then, but I have tried to since, though without coming to any conclusions.  I suppose I now assume that maybe both interpretations are true.  I fancied Gomer, she expressed all sorts of things which frightened me and also attracted me and which were what I might like to be but wasn’t.  I could fantasize about being married to her, but I might never have done it if I hadn’t been able to tell myself that Yahweh wanted me to and that it somehow related to my growing conviction that Yahweh wanted something out of me.  But I can’t go back on the conviction that Yahweh really was involved with it all.  So I believe Yahweh was working through my feebleness, my commitment anxiety, my fear and attraction, and my longings.
  So I talked to my father about it, and he and my mother were only too relieved to arrange a marriage for me, I think, and we got married.  And I loved her.  I really did.  I felt like someone who had been shepherding the sheep in the bare pasturage and was hungry and dry and suddenly found an oasis with vines full of grapes, or the way you feel when you have been looking forward to the fruit ripening and suddenly one day there are the first ripe tender figs on a virgin fig tree.
  I’m not sure now whether she really loved me.  I don’t exactly doubt it.  It’s more that I came to realize more clearly how different she was from me and I don’t know how to think about what she felt.  The difference was part of what had attracted me to her, but it became a barrier.  She never thought the way I did, or reacted the way I did.  If we had known about Myers-Briggs, we would have been able to discover that her profile was the exact opposite of mine.  So she said she loved me, but love didn’t cash out the way I expected.  For instance, I thought that when we got married, it would be her and me, together, the rest of the world shut out.  You know, ‘a man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife and they both become one flesh’ - not just in the sexual sense, but one life.  But she didn’t expect to give up her friends, all those young people with their jokiness and liveliness and their sexuality.  I suppose I could have joined them all, but I didn’t feel I’d fit.  And by the time we had our first baby I was feeling resentful that she wasn’t satisfied with me.
  So I told her she had to stay at home with me.  Then she would slip out when I was working or sleeping.  So I would just pretend to be asleep and jump up when she tried to creep out and grab her and force her to stay home, or follow her and force her to come back home.  Her loveliness still enchanted me, but I somehow it became a distanced love, a love mixed with resentment and jealousy and anger and hatred.
  Over three years we had three children.  They were the children of closeness and distance, of love and resentment, of anger and hatred.  I called them God-sows and Uncared-for and Unpeopled.  They were theological names, names that reflected the stance I believed Yahweh took in relation to Israel.  But they were names that spoke of violence and rejection and a broken relationship, and I knew that they reflected the feelings I had about Gomer.
  She always said that none of those other young men meant anything to her.  She said she loved me for the solidness and security and strength that I represented.  But I never could understand why she wanted to spend all that time with them if they meant nothing to her.  I used to imagine what they got up to.  I challenged her about it.  I said I knew she had affairs with them.  I wasn’t even sure that Uncared-for and Unpeopled  were actually mine.  I said I wanted to know what happened between her and those other men, but she refused to tell me.  She wanted her own life as well as a life with me, she said.  She didn’t want to have to tell me everything about every relationship.  I couldn’t cope with that.  I wanted to tell her everything about me (not that there was much to tell).  I wanted us to be one, not separate people.  As long as she wouldn’t tell me, I could only suppose what went on.
  I had vested my sense of identity in her somehow, and when she treated me as if I didn’t exist - well, it was as if I didn’t exist.  I was more and more torn between love and anger, yearning and resentment.  One half of me just wanted to punish her for causing me so much hurt, for behaving so unreasonably, for behaving as if she wasn’t my wife and I wasn’t her husband.  The other half of me just wanted to have her back, longed for the fulfilment of the relationship that I dreamed of when we married.  Sometimes I just wanted to hit her, and sometimes when it was a matter of forcing her back into the house or something of that kind, I wasn’t sorry if her resistance led to her getting hurt.  But sometimes I just wanted to whisk her away from all this, whisk her away from the village and the young men (and the young women who I suspected aided and abetted her) so that we could be on our own as I had dreamed we would be, so that we could start again and it would all be all right and we would live happily ever after and she would be mine and I would be hers.
  That’s still what I want really.


Gomer’s account of her relationship with Hosea

  Of course, that’s just typical.  It shows precisely what the problem is.  It’s all so rational, isn’t it? Look at me, the great prophet, aren’t I being entirely reasonable? No room for real feelings, no room for passion, and no understanding at all of me and of what I’ve been through these last years.  There’s no talking to him, of course.  He’s got it all worked out in his head - what he wanted, what I wanted, how I went wrong.  It’s all a neat little package, which justifies everything he says and does.
  There’s the religion, of course - that’s a big problem.  He thinks I was the one who was unfaithful - what about him and his Yahweh? Just the two of us - but there are three of us in this relationship, and the other one is a very big presence.  I’ve always known where I come in his priorities - a very poor second to Yahweh.  How dare he pretend that I was everything to him?  I’ve always known that when Yahweh called, he would go running.  There I am, stuck at home with the kids all day, and where’s he?  Out having meaningful religious experiences, or off preaching doom and gloom to anyone who’ll listen.  And then he has the nerve to try to stop me going out in the evenings.  I tell you, he was unfaithful first.  He was always first for me, no matter who my other friends were - and some of them were more lovers than friends, I admit it.  I’ve never been first for him, though.  Another woman - I could have dealt with that, you can fight another woman, you are on common ground then.  But you can’t compete with God.
  So I not only have Hosea to contend with, there’s his devotion to his God as well.  Somehow he seems to imagine that our relationship has something to do with the fate of the nation - typical of a man to get these grandiose ideas about his own importance.  At one time I could laugh at him; there was even a time when he could laugh at himself.  I stopped laughing when the children were born.  I don’t know how I can ever forgive him for that.  I mean, it was one thing to involve me in his vocation - I knew when I married him what I was taking on.  I was an adult and I could cope.  But when it came to involving the childen - well, I don’t know how he could.  Our beautiful little girl, and he calls her ‘Uncared-for’ - what do you think that does to a child, to have a name that reminds her that her father doesn’t love her?
  Of course, he’s not convinced he is her father.  I suppose it’s not surprising that he has doubts about me.  I wasn’t a virgin when we got married, and he knew it.  Why else would I have married him? His parents were desperate to find him a wife.  Most of the families in the village had already turned them down.  He was so odd, you see.  He would never join in village life, he was always on the edges.  He was a pious boy, serious, boring most people said, but in any case just too odd.  Parents of daughters want a nice normal boy for a husband, someone who can be relied on to provide for wife and family, settle down nicely to married life and fit into the community.  Anyone could see that Hosea would never really fit in, and that any wife would have trouble with him.  And the girls themselves, if they had any say, didn’t want him - he was no fun, not like the other young men, joking and flirting and dropping hints of the delights of the marriage bed in store for us.  Somehow with Hosea you just didn’t get the impression of many delights in store.
  And then there was me.  I suppose he was my punishment really.  I was wild.  I could never quite bring myself to toe the line, to be the good girl my parents wanted.  I was never quite satisfied with the conventions of life in the village.  It seemed to me that there had to be more to life than a safe childhood, marriage to some boring man, one baby after another until I was too old, and a life of drudgery looking after them all.  So I used to go out with a gang of friends, to the sanctuary mostly, to share in some of the wilder rituals there.  And one thing led to another, and there came a night when I’d had just a bit too much wine, and the excitement got the better of me - and there I was, not a virgin any more.  Of course word got out - you can’t keep such things quiet in a small community like ours, especially when there is a young man keen to brag to his mates.  My parents were desperate to marry me off then - when my father had finished beating me.  There wasn’t much by way of a dowry either - my father wasn’t having the family money squandered on me after the way I behaved.  There was some kind of financial deal behind the scenes, I think, and I’m sure my father wasn’t worse off at the end of it.  So that’s how Hosea became my punishment.  But I did try to make the best of it.  And the children are his, I’m pretty sure.
  We were two misfits, each disapproved of, each on the edge of respectability in the eyes of the community - but so different.  We could have consoled each other, but that’s not how it was.  I resented giving up my freedom for the constraints of marriage and children.  He came to love me, I think, or at least to desire me.  But he never understood how to bring out the best in me, and because he didn’t understand he tried to control
  So that’s how the violence started.  In that way he’s so conventional, for one who’s so unconventional about other things; he wants us to be like every other couple, husband in control, wife an obedient mouse.  He just can’t bear the thought that I have friends he doesn’t know.  He seems to expect me to cut myself off from my former life now that I’m married to him.  But friends are important to me.  He has his vocation, and his relationship with Yahweh - but what do I have? Just him, and that’s not enough.  However much I loved him once, it was never enough.  But he needs me there, doing as he says, agreeing with his every word.  It isn’t even that he wants me there physically, it’s more than that, he wants me to be a shadow of him, hanging on his every word, totally devoted, with no mind of my own - like Israel should be with Yahweh, he says, whatever that means.  And when he can’t persuade me to toe the line, when his oh-so-rational arguments fail to work on me, then he finds other means of control.  Violence isn’t always physical, you know - though there has been the odd black eye.  But there’s always the threat, and there’s the sarcasm, and the way he uses his words to make me feel small, and the way he constantly undermines my self-confidence and makes me feel powerless and useless.  His talk strips me bare, and I think I can’t take any more of it.  But then he’s sorry, and I just get a little glimpse of how it once was, and that makes me long for us to be able to work it out.  The irony of it all is, I think he really loves me and wants me with him, but all he has done is to drive me away.  The more he has blustered and threatened, the more I have needed my outings and my friends - without them I would have lost myself.
  All I ever wanted was to be myself.  He knew when he married me who I was.  He was attracted to the aspects of my character he now wants to change.  There’s more to life than husband and children, and I want some of it.  I haven’t stopped being a woman just because I’m a wife and mother.  I don’t want to lose Hosea and the children, but I have to be me, and living with Hosea is making me lose sight of who I am.  I know he wants me back.  But it’s no use pretending he can have me back where he wants me, that I can suddenly stop being sexual and become just a dutiful wife; or that we can live out some kind of fantasy about just the two of us away from it all.  When I got married, I wanted a lover not a lord and master, and I’m not going to change my mind about that.  If we are to have a future together, perhaps I have to change a bit, but he has to change too.  So long as he thinks he’s God, it’s just not going to work.


Hosea’s response (i)

I can see I ended up trying to constrain you, but I don’t think that’s where I started.  You know that your freedom was part of what attracted me.  And I can see why you think that the threat of violence was about even when there hasn’t been actual violence.  But I’m not a violent man, you know that.  It was you who said I had no passion.  When I said ‘I’m going to kill you’, it was pain talking.  I didn’t mean it.  We middle-eastern men talk that way, anyway.  You know you shouldn’t take it literally.
  When I tried to win your love - well, that’s what I did.  I wasn’t in a position to force you to love me.  I won your love.  You more or less said it yourself just now.  I can see that if I thought that marriage made me your lord and master, my bluff has been called and you won’t play the relationship that way.  And so what I am trying to do now is win you again, trying to remind you of what it was like when we fell in love, daring you to believe that it might be like that again, that we could start again.  You used to call me ‘my man’, and that’s what I want.  I don’t want you to call me ‘my master’.
  And I don’t believe Yahweh is in the business of control either.  After all, the Deuteronomists keep telling us that the reason Yahweh fell in love with us was simply love for us.  In Yahweh’s case it was love that started it.  And what Yahweh wants, too, is to be called ‘my man’, not ‘my master’.  There are lots of things Yahweh expects of us, but a lot of them are a kind of framework for our lives, that’s why they tend to be ‘You shall not’s.  Positively what we then do is up to us.  There’s one basic thing that Yahweh wants and that’s our real commitment to him and to no-one else.  And I’m sorry, love, that is something that I want too from you.  I can see that there’s a sense in which I ought to be prepared to let you be a free spirit, but somehow that has to combine with there being a kind of exclusive link between you and me.  Marriage has to have an element of that, doesn’t it?
  But I don’t feel as if there’s a tension between being committed to Yahweh and me being committed to you or you to me.  Why do they seem like rival commitments? You can surely be committed to the children and to me, those aren’t rival commitments.  Why is me being committed to Yahweh a problem?  But I can see that I hadn’t left enough space in my life for you separate from Yahweh, or space in your life for you on your own and for you and Yahweh separate from me, if you wanted any, for that matter.  But Yahweh isn’t in the business of controlling our every action.


Gomer’s response (i)

  The kind of God you’re describing now sounds more like the kind of God I could have dealings with.  But the business about exclusive loyalty is still something I find difficult.  Why does Yahweh, why do you, need exclusive loyalty? Can’t you share?  Is it your reputations you are worried about, what other people will say if they see that you can’t control you wife?
  And the demand for exclusive loyalty seems to carry a threat with it, the same threat from Yahweh as is there all the time between us.  If you don’t give me your exclusive loyalty I’ll - what? cast you off? strip you naked? punish you? destroy you? There’s a sense of foreboding all the time, the sense of someone watching, waiting for an excuse to condemn.  It’s so different from what I am used to.  I go to the sanctuary and there I meet quite different gods, much more friendly gods, who bring rain and sun, who don’t judge or condemn or lay down conditions, who don’t demand exclusive loyalty.  I know you say your Yahweh doesn’t want to control people, but the trouble is that when you talk about him you so often make him sound angry and vengeful.  I think sometimes that you are making God sound just like you as a way of justifying your attitude towards me.  Or perhaps it’s the other way round - you react to me in the way you do because of how you view God.  It’s as if this parable of yours becomes a neat package that you want me to fit into.  Hosea = God, Gomer = Israel.  And what you want to say to the nation spills over into how you behave towards me.  But I won’t fit into your package.  I’m a person, not a piece in a neat pattern, and I resent being forced into the role of the one who is rebellious and sinful just because that suits the message of your preaching.


Hosea’s response (ii)

I don’t think it’s a package.  It is a parable, like you said, or a metaphor.  A metaphor’s not supposed to tie things up and it’s not supposed to be limiting.  It’s supposed to open up thought, not close it down.  I don’t think I’ve learned everything there is to know about God.  I’ve listened in to what they say about the gods at the shrine and I can see that there are things there that are true about God, that must apply to Yahweh.  I’m always realizing new things about God.  I think it’s vital that Yahweh is One, but I don’t think I’ve got Yahweh all buttoned up, and if Yahweh is the one God, there must always be more things to learn.  Maybe when Yahweh told me to marry you that was partly because I could learn things from you, too.  You have certainly made me ask questions.  After all, it’s hard to believe that Yahweh told me to love you just because you were going to provide some negative symbolism.  There must have been something about the potential fruitfulness of the love relationship.  I was very struck by what you said about you and the children.


Gomer’s response (ii)

  Now if your God felt about Israel the way I feel about my kids, that would make the whole thing very different.  When you talk about Yahweh and Israel in relation to you and me, I can imagine the conditions attached to the relationship.  But the thing that makes my relationship with the children so different is that there are no conditions.  They will always be my children no matter what.  That’s why I find it so hard the way you’ve involved them in the trouble between us and in your message to Israel - they don’t deserve those dreadful names, and no father should be able to call them that.  I certainly couldn’t ever call one of my children ‘Uncared-for’ - to me they’re all loved, without conditions.  I’m not idealistic about it.  I know there are times when they annoy me, when I just want to get away from them.  I’m sure that there will be times when I look forward to them leaving home and getting out of my hair, but the bond is still there.  It can’t be broken.  In fact, I know that the right thing to do is to let them grow up and leave home, and I know that means I have to let them become independent and make their own decisions.  And I really fear for them, the things they may get mixed up in, the people they may hang around with.  Most of the time I’d like to keep them at home where I can protect them.  That wouldn’t be right I know; I will have to let them go eventually.  But that doesn’t mean I can ever stop being their mother.  Whatever happens in the future, I will still be their mother and they will still be my children, even if a time comes when they choose not to remember that.
  Perhaps if Yahweh were like that - bound to his people like a parent, committed to them no matter what, torn apart inside like a mother is torn when her children do stupid and dangerous things - perhaps if Yahweh were like that, then I could understand your commitment to him because he would be a god worth being committed to.  But I can’t reconcile that with the idea of Yahweh casting Israel off, sending Israel out into the desert and so on, which is the way you talk about him.  After all, I thought the stories about the beginnings of our nation told of Yahweh’s love, his promise of faithfulness and forgiveness, a guarantee that he would never cast us off.  Is all that cancelled just because of a little dalliance with the gods of the land?
  It’s as if Yahweh has forgotten what it means to be in a relationship where there is give and take, and has started behaving like you, like an offended and jealous husband, and has decided now that all the initiative must be with him.  It must be his decision all the time whether this is a moment of love or a moment of discipline - just like you are with me.  For me with the children it’s very different - I react to them, and pay them attention, and take them seriously as individuals with their own desires and needs.  Perhaps if you spent more time being a father you might be able to find a different way of talking about Yahweh.  And you never know, it might mean we could find a better way of living together, too.


Hosea’s response (iii)

I know what you say about you and the children is true.  I’ve seen you with them.  And it does fit with what I know of Yahweh.  It fits what I was saying about control and freedom, doesn’t it?  We have to set some boundaries for the children, but it doesn’t mean we want to control them.  
  I want to go back to what you said about me being so rational, that I have no passion.  I half-admit that.  I know I live in my head a lot.  That’s part of what attracted me to you again, the fact that you were different, you were physically so alive, you acted first and asked questions afterwards, not like me.  But wasn’t that difference between us something that also attracted you to me? Didn’t you used to love me because I was solid and dependable - and rational?
  But I only half-admit being all reason and no passion.  I’ve tried to express myself rationally precisely because I’m turbulent with passion inside and I’m afraid of it, afraid of what might happen if I let it out, afraid of the love and the jealousy and the sadness and the anger.  Those moments when I have tried to stop you going out and I have hurt you, I didn’t want to, I was trying not to, but another bit of me did want to hurt you.  I’m sorry.
  And I do believe that Yahweh is like me, or like both of us if you like, with all the complicated feelings that I have or that we have.  Yahweh isn’t cold and uninvolved and rational in that sense.  Yahweh is full of love and passion and jealousy and hurt and anger.
  I don’t know how to handle the question whether Yahweh’s relationship with us is conditional.  I know it starts from love.  Yahweh didn’t love us because we had earned love.  Yahweh just loved us.  And Yahweh carries on loving us because that’s Yahweh’s nature.  And that is like you and the children.  But remember I have also heard you coming down on them like a ton of bricks, and you know the way you sometimes storm out to go and see one of your mates, and I bet they have sometimes wondered whether mother would come back, whether mother’s love was conditional.  It’s the same as me.  I can see I could have sounded as if I could give up on my love for you.  Honestly, there have been times when I have wished I could.  But I can’t.  That’s why I still want us to find a way of starting again.  But I can see I’ve spoken with two voices.  And I suppose the fact that I can see that in myself, or rather feel it in myself, has made me project it onto God.  Or is it the other way round? Or is it that that was part of what God wanted me to get out of all this, wanted us to get out of it.  You see, I think Yahweh speaks with two voices.  You can’t get away from the tension in connection with God or in connection with human relationships.  I have stressed one side because that was what I was feeling, but also because that was the side Israel needed to here, because that was where Israel was, but that was interwoven with my sense of not getting the response I hoped for from you.


Conclusion

  We will let Hosea thus have the last word - it is, after all, his book, and in it Gomer of course has no words of her own.  So part of what we have been doing is to externalize one of the voices in the text and to give it to Gomer.  In the process, we came to see what could have been Gomer’s distinctive contribution to Hosea’s thought.  We found our way from the account of the marriage in Hosea 1-3, to the rather different account of the relationship between Yahweh and Israel in chapter 11:  
  When Israel was a boy, I loved him; I called my son out of Egypt; but the more I called, the further they went from me; they must needs sacrifice to the Baalim and burn offerings before carved images.  It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I who had taken them in my arms; but they did not know that I harnessed them in leading-strings and led them with bonds of love - that I had lifted them like a little child to my cheek, that I had bent down to feed them.
  Back they shall go to Egypt, the Assyrian shall be their king; for they have refused to return to me.  The sword shall be swung over their blood-spattered altars and put an end to their prattling priests and devour my people in return for all their schemings, bent on rebellion as they are.  Though they call on their high god, even then he will not reinstate them.
  How can I give you up, Ephraim, how surrender you Israel?  How can I make you like Admah and treat you as Zeboyim? My heart is changed within me, my remorse kindles already.  I will not let loose my fury, I will not turn round and destroy Ephraim; for I am God and not a man, the Holy One in your midst.  (11.1-9)
  Since the Enlightenment, or at least since the nineteenth century, the aim of biblical interpretation has been to understand a biblical author in an objective way, and we believe in that task.  At the same time, in recent years we have become more aware that every attempt at interpretation reflects the concerns and the experience of the interpreters, whether they recognize this or not.  For evidence of this one only needs to look at the differences in interpretation over the centuries (Paul at the hands of Augustine, and Martin Luther, and Karl Barth, and Martyn Lloyd Jones, and Tom Wright, for instance).  So we have been trying to be self-conscious about that fact.  
  In interpreting Hosea, there are two ways in which we could have done that.  We could have shrugged our shoulders about objectivity and simply used Hosea’s words to mean what they might mean to us in Britain in the twentieth century in the light of who we are.  Instead we have taken the second way; we have attempted to use our subjectivity as a way into the historical meaning of the text with a view to letting that historical meaning then speak to us.  In the end, there is no way of knowing that we have succeeded in actually doing the second rather than unconsciously doing the first, but the second is at least worth aiming at.  We have nothing to lose and may have something to gain.  Indeed, we believe that they attempt has made us take seriously aspects of the text that historical criticism has missed or glossed over.  We have noted, for instance, a number of exegetical points about chapters 1-3, as well as the fact that in 11.9 Yahweh claims that he is not ‘a man’, ’ish.  Commentators have either assumed or stated that the text really means that Yahweh is not human, ’adam.  Gomer’s perspective has made us take seriously the text’s actual words at this point and link it to Yahweh’s wanting to be Israel’s ‘man’, her ’ish, rather than her master.
  We have presupposed that for all the cultural differences between men and women such as Hosea and Gomer and ourselves, and for all the social differences between eighth-century Israel (and the communities in which the material now in the book was further developed) and late twentieth-century Britain, and for all the theological differences between Hosea’s Yahweh and the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, there is also a continuity between those human beings and us, those societies and us, and that God and ours.  When we read the story in Hosea, however, initially we may find it difficult to recognize woman, man, and God.  We have been seeking to imagine what Hosea, Gomer, and Yahweh could have been if we take the text seriously and also take seriously that conviction that Gomer and Hosea were people we could identify with, and Yahweh was a God to whom we could relate.

