Trinity 8

Cheriton, Kilmeston, Church in the Woods, Tichborne
Hosea 1:2-10; Col. 2:6-15; Luke 11:1-13

In what ways are you ‘your father’s son’ (or mother’s daughter)?  What character traits, quirky ideas, natural abilities or innate interests create an indelible link between the generations of your family?  In my family we have a very strong matriarchal line and no doubt any of the menfolk who have married into our family would be able to describe our shared characteristics in an instant.  This is not a mere matter of genetics; a complex mix of identity, desire, belonging, circumstance and self-conscious pride feed into almost ‘earning the right’ to be a member of the clan.

If you can hold that image in your mind as you read our passage from Hosea, it may help to make sense of what is otherwise a rather startling and abrasive reading when encountered out of context.  Hosea was a prophet and there were many prophets who spoke for God not only through their words but through their actions – their very person became part of the prophetic message.  In the case of Hosea, his marriage to a prostitute, Gomer, was a prophetic sign of how the people of Israel had failed in their special relationship with God, and had gone off in search of other pagan gods to worship.  The language of prostitution is a metaphor for the indiscriminate placing of value where it does not belong.  To use a prostitute is to give the intimacy of marital sex to a stranger.  To worship another god is to squander one’s highest spiritual longings on a worthless shadow.  This is idolatry: giving what belongs to God to something which is not God.

So we have this tragic passage from Hosea in which he speaks of his children as not being his children, their names revealing the progressive demise of relationship (you’ll see the meaning of their names added at the bottom of the reading on your pewsheet).  These were Hosea’s children in a physical sense, but in the sense of them having ‘earned the right’ to be a self-identified member of the clan, they are most certainly not their father’s children.  This is a prophetic image for Israel which is God’s chosen people, and yet at the same time has renounced its birthright and shown by its unfaithful behaviour that it does not share the characteristics which would make it a true child of God.

Now that might sound like ‘just’ a piece of religious history, a far cry from the contemporary concerns and challenges which we face, but sadly whilst the context continually reinvents itself, the waywardness within the human soul which both desires God yet cannot accept God, remains an unsolved dilemma.

St Paul makes connections for us in his letter to the Colossians.  In essence this new Christian community has identified itself as being of Christ’s family, yet it chooses to pursue other contemporary philosophical, religious and cultural ideas, in a sort of syncretistic mix, as though it were possible to have a pick and mix approach to the most appealing aspects of different traditions from which they could produce their own personal favourite religious option.  This can only ever make a mockery of a relationship with the living God of heaven and earth who is revealed through Jesus Christ.  Yet it is what many of us continue to do, whether overtly or subconsciously, when we place our hopes of security, our spiritual identity, our moral and ethical touchstones anywhere other than in the direction of God, as revealed to us through Jesus.

For it is in the Gospel reading, with Jesus’ own words, that we begin to see the passion and intimacy of the relationship which God offers which decries even the desire to search elsewhere.  Jesus invites us to address God in terms of our Father.  The image of God as our father is not so much an attempt to pin God down within a particular cultural family role, as to open up a window on his character.  Being male, or female for that matter, is not the element of importance here, the image’s power comes in the suggestion that God is a powerful, trustworthy, compassionate, attentive, wise and loving character, in whom a mixture of awe and intimacy can reside.  

Jesus’s own example and teaching on that relationship is shockingly powerful and direct, inviting a relationship which is rich, intimate, enduring and profoundly creative.  It begs the question, why should there be any need to search anywhere else for the meaning and sustenance of life?

It’s been a heavy and heady mix of readings today, but what emerges is that syncretism and idolatry is a most destructive, tragic and insidious sin.  Hedging our bets with God, toning down anything which is too uncomfortable with our culture (which is not the same thing as receiving anew the Spirit of God in each new generation), is to suggest that the power of the living God is to be contained within the boundaries of our cultural norms, rather than the other way around.  St Paul suggests that our baptism into Christ releases us from captivity to human traditions, ie doing what is expected of us in order to seem respectable.  The example of Hosea must have been seen as scandalous by his neighbours who doubtless knew very well what kind of example to the community a preacher ought to set.  And Jesus himself hardly demonstrated a law and order mentality.

I want to end with some words from Dorothy L. Sayers.

The people who hanged Jesus never, to do them justice, accused him of being a bore – on the contrary, they thought him too dynamic to be safe.  It has been left for later generations to muffle up that shattering personality and surround him with an atmosphere of tedium.  We have very efficiently pared the claws of the Lion of Judah, certified him ‘meek and mild’, and recommended him as a fitting household pet for pale curates and pious old ladies.  To those who knew him, however, he in no way suggests a milk-and-water person; they objected to him as a dangerous firebrand.  True, he was tender to the unfortunate, patient with honest inquirers, and humble before heaven; but he insulted respectable clergymen by calling them hypocrites.  He referred to King Herod as ‘that fox; he went to parties in disreputable company and was looked upon as a ‘gluttonous man and a winebibber, a friend of publicans and sinners’; he assaulted indignant tradesmen and threw them and their belongings out of the temple; he drove a coach-and-horses through a number of sacrosanct and hoary regulations; he cured diseases by any means that came handy, with a shocking casualness in the matter of other people’s pigs and property; he showed no proper deference for wealth or social position; when confronted with neat dialectical traps, he displayed a paradoxical humour that affronted serious-minded people, and he retorted by asking disagreeably searching questions that could not be answered by rule of thumb.  He was emphatically not a dull man in his human lifetime, and if he was God, there can be nothing dull about God either.

(Dorothy L. Sayers, quoted in David Commes, Dorothy L. Sayers: A Careless Rage for Life [Batavia, Ill.: Lion 1992], pp. 129-30)
