NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE FOURTEENTH WEEK OF ORDINARY TIME 

(Cycle 2)

(if a festal day falls on any of these days, the readings of the feast are used instead)

This week we read from the prophet Hosea, who, like Amos last week, was active in the Northern kingdom of Israel, although his ministry, while overlapping that of Amos, began and ended slightly later.

As we saw last week, the Israelites had become prosperous and corrupt during the lull in the threat from Assyria in the early 8th. century BC.   However, the Assyrian threat re-emerged at the time of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III (745BC), who imposed a heavy tribute on the Israelites.   The Israelite monarchy then began to collapse;  in the last twenty years before the Assyrians destroyed Samaria and wiped out the power of Israel, there were no fewer than six kings.

There was also the foolish enterprise known as the Syro-Ephraimite War, of which we will hear more later.   This was a joint venture by Syria and Israel (otherwise known as Ephraim), to try to bring about a change of regime in Judah in the South, so that the Judaeans would join a threefold league against Assyria.   The Israelite king responsible for this policy was King Pekah (737-732BC);  his successor Hoshea reversed the policy but then lapsed himself and joined the ranks of Assyria’s enemies.   It was a foolish policy, because it put the Israelites in the front line of Assyrian retaliation and made their destruction inevitable;  indeed in 722BC it happened.

While Amos had been concerned principally with social justice, Hosea’s main theme is faithfulness to God.   Hosea’s quarrel here was particularly with the monarchy:  they readily abandoned the true God to worship the fertility god Baal (a worship seen as unacceptable because Baal-followers believed that by their prayers they could impose on their god a semi-magical obligation with regard to the fertility of the land).

For this message, Hosea uses the striking of the marriage covenant.  The Lord (Yahweh) and Israel are seen as husband and wife.   Israel has not been true to the covenant but that does not necessarily mean the end.  The Lord seeks out his wife to bring her back, to forgive and restore the relationship.

This covenant theme is emphasised by the bold, even shocking, image of the prophet being told by God to marry a wife who will be unfaithful.   Whether this actually happened or whether it is a poetic image we have no way of saying, but certainly it was in accordance with prophetic tradition for a prophet to perform a striking symbolic action which would ‘speak louder than words’.   By this wife, Gomer, Hosea was to have three children with symbolic names:  Jezreel, after the place where the descendants of faithless king Ahab were defeated in battle;  Lo-ruhamah =’not loved’;  and Lo-amni = ‘not my people’.   These symbolise Israel’s wilful breaking of faith with God.   Nevertheless, Hosea is told to take his wife back to himself after her faithlessness;  in the same way, God always extends the offer of reconciliation to his people.

Monday:    Hosea 2: 14-16, 19-20.   The people will have to go through a testing experience to realise that they depend on a firm relationship with the true God.   This will be their ‘desert experience’, called out into the ‘desert’ (metaphorically speaking), the place of close encounters with God, the place of the original trials of the people of God on their journey from Egypt during the Exodus.   When the people recognise that they need to restore their covenant relationship with God, God will lovingly respond.

Tuesday:   Hosea 8: 4-7, 11-13.   The religious infidelities of the people are described.   After the division of the two kingdoms (Judah and Israel), Jeroboam I of Israel provided the people with new shrine centres at Bethel and Dan, because the people could no longer undertake the pilgrimage to Jerusalem.   These shrines were each supplied with a golden calf image, which although not strictly speaking an idol, but rather representing the presence of God, was all too likely to be treated as an idol especially when Baal worship made headway.   God does not object to sacrifice in itself;  only to a false spirit behind the making of that sacrifice.

Wednesday:   Hosea 10: 1-3, 7-8, 12.   Baal was allegedly a fertility god but his falseness is revealed by the lack of fertility.   Israel is actually described as having “no king”.   There was one, nominally at least, but Hosea says that to all intents and purposes there was no valid king because there was no real fear of the Lord.   As a result, people, leaders and religion alike were all threatened with extermination.   The people are called back to the good intentions of their origin;  they are invited to “sow integrity”, a call to a complete rightness of behaviour by which all things – including the relationship between land and people – would be in harmony.

Thursday:  Hosea 11: 1-4, 8-9.   The people have strayed from God since the time of the first Exodus from Egypt through the desert to the Promised Land.   God still seeks to be a loving parent;  the prophet uses some vivid images comparing God to a mother helping her child to take the first steps in walking.



Punishment is necessary, but it is not the last word.   In the short term, God’s will requires it, but in the long term his overflowing love for his people prevents him from rejecting them.

Friday:
   Hosea 14: 2-10.   This is the epilogue to the prophecy.   It looks forward to an age of restored loyalty and resultant prosperity.   Images of the land and crops abound, for just as the false fertility god Baal has failed, so the true God will give riches and plenty.   The people will finally be spared from the political scheming of their leaders (with regard to Assyria) and from the use of military force.   The last few lines are a conclusion written by another hand, in the style of ‘wisdom’ literature.

Saturday:   Isaiah 6: 1-8.   We now turn from Hosea to First-Isaiah, who was active in Jerusalem at about the same time.   A proper introduction to First-Isaiah will be supplied next week, but today we read of the vision of his call to the prophetic ministry by God.   We are given the date of this call:  “in the year that King Uzziah (of Judah) died” = 742BC.   One of the principal themes of First-Isaiah is the holiness and power of God, so appropriately this vision of the glory of God filling the Temple includes the textual origin of the “Holy, holy …” of our Mass.   The prophet feels, in accordance with Old Testament tradition, that he is doomed, for nobody can see God and live;  in fact the experience of God is a particular qualification of Isaiah to speak in his name.

