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How Can I Give You Up? 

Reading from the New Testament:  John 17:25-26; 1 Peter 2:23-24 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Hosea 11:1-9 

She was there. It was the last place on earth any parent would 

want to be. It was the memory she wished she could erase. I saw her 

face, weighted with a mingling of pain, embarrassment, anger, 

confusion, and a desire for one of those Star Trek gadgets that could 

transport both her and her son to some place, any place devoid of 

cameras and people. Yet, she was there.  

There had been an alcohol drenched party of affluent 

suburbanized teens at the lake. Things had gotten out of hand. The 

police came. Arrests were made. By the time the parents were notified 

and arrived at the police station, the local news teams had caught wind 

of the juicy news truffle about moneyed teens messing up and were 

already lined up for the perp walk with their lights, microphones, and 

catcall questions. 

I saw it on the late-night news which meant that the tape would 

most likely be repeated on the morning news and midday report, the 

circle of the informed ever expanding to include additional neighbors, 
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friends, haters, classmates, colleagues, peers, and church members 

before the gossip engine would gear down. With time, the shock would 

fade, the humiliation dim, the legal snare resolve, the social anxiety 

wane, the memory mothballed; a luxury afforded to pre-digital 

dalliances with depravity. Similar missteps today are recorded for 

perpetuity in the social media archive.  

The son would bounce back and eventually accumulate an 

impressive resume in international business and capital finance. The 

mom would face unexpected health issues with equanimity and grace 

and an irrepressible sense of humor, surrounded by the love and care of 

her church family. I so enjoyed her humor and her zest for life, but I 

respect her courage. For when a cross ambushed her path, she picked it 

up and carried it. She showed up, and she showed what love looks like. 

Love is selfless like that.  

“Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my 

arms; but they did not know that I healed them. 4 I led them with cords 

of human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift 

infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them.” In perhaps 

the most poignant image in scripture, the prophet Hosea poetically 
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characterizes the love of God for the people of God. It is the thin, fragile 

bough of a memory that a parent clings to amidst the chaos, the 

exhaustion, the rebellion, the tense silences, the biting sarcasm, the 

roller coaster of emotions, the indecipherable logic, and erratic 

judgments of their child, not only over the span of a life, but sometimes 

just in the course of a day.  

Here in Hosea the image pops up smack dab in the middle of 

torment. The Israelites had rebelled themselves into calamity. Called to 

be a people in covenant with the singular God who had delivered them 

from bondage and brought them to a land of milk and honey, they 

quickly forgot Yahweh’s redemption and were easy prey for the false 

prophets, false gods, and false promises of the land they had been given. 

They forgot the gift, and worse, neglected the Giver. The prophet Hosea 

relates the angst of the Lord, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and 

out of Egypt I called my son. The more I called them, the more they 

went from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals and offering incense to 

idols.”  

The one nation, Israel, eventually dissembled into two: Israel in 

the north, Judah in the south. The prophet Hosea was active in the 
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northern kingdom, Israel, during the time leading up to the collapse of 

the nation at the hands of those mighty Assyrians ruled by Tigleth-

Pileser, then his son Shalmaneser, and then his grandson, Sargon (three 

names that always show up on the list of most popular baby names. You 

won’t remember the names, but I just like saying them.) The king of 

Israel at the time of the collapse was Hoshea, not to be confused with 

the prophet Hosea, who was the thorn in Hoshea’s side. 

In Israel’s weakened state, the nation fell prey to the hegemony, 

the steadily expanding power of Assyria, leading Hoshea to look for an 

ally in, get this, Egypt. In fact, with Assyria encroaching, a number of 

Israelites had already sought refuge in of all places, Egypt, the very 

power from which Israel had been freed generations before. Their 

cousins down in Judah were no help, basically saying, “Hey, not my 

neighborhood; not my problem,” words that would come back to haunt 

them when the Babylonians came knocking a couple of generations 

later. 

The shifting fortunes of politicians, potentates, and principalities 

have never ceased to be a part of life on this combustible planet, but in 

the context of Hosea, Hoshea, and the northern kingdom sometimes 
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referred to as Ephraim, many of Israel’s woes were self-induced through 

the people’s failure to heed the wisdom of Yahweh or to embrace their 

covenant relationship with the Lord, their Creator, Redeemer, and 

Sustainer. 

In Hosea’s prophecy we imagine an exasperated God 

contemplating reservations on the next flight out of town, leaving the 

kids to their self-induced fate. “The sword rages in their cities, it 

consumes their oracle-priests, and devours because of their schemes. 

They shall return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria shall be their king, 

because they have refused to return to me. My people are bent on 

turning away from me. To the Most High they call, but he does not raise 

them up at all.” You know someone is infuriated when they start 

referring to themselves in the third person. “But he does not raise them 

up at all.” It’s like, “Nuh, uh! Yahweh, he don’t play that game!”  

I could not have blamed my friend if, when she received that late-

night phone call, she had exclaimed, “He did what? Well, he can just rot 

in jail as far as I’m concerned. I’m done.” However, she showed up. She 

was there, not to make excuses for him, not to free him from 

consequences, but to walk with him wherever the journey would take 
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them. It’s like that page in the cherished children’s book that always 

draws a tear, “I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always, as long as I’m 

living my baby you’ll be.” 

At the breaking point of relationship and covenant, the prophet 

relates the deepest heart of God: “How can I give you up, Ephraim? How 

can I hand you over, O Israel? How can I make you like Admah? How 

can I treat you like Zeboiim?” (Here, referring to two ancient cities 

destroyed in their iniquity along with Sodom and Gomorrah.) The 

anguished voice of the Lord, the eternal Judge continues, “My heart 

recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender. 9 I will not 

execute my fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am God 

and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in 

wrath.”    

Well, here in the mortal world, wrath is unexceptional, even 

routine. Wrath sells books, boosts cable ratings, makes headlines, fuels 

politics, and may well characterize and plague your lives. The parent 

with whom you have either no contact or only toxic communication; the 

sibling you’ve written off; the child you’ve belittled; the store clerk 

you’ve berated; the ref you’ve taunted; the ex you’ve trashed; the 
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teacher you torched; the meeting, or store, or disagreement, or church 

from which you’ve stormed out – wrath today, thanks to your bombastic 

newsfeed and the prevailing petulance of social media, has become a 

way of life for many. We admire Mr. Rogers but act like Game of 

Thrones. 

Though we can be quick to voice our complaints about God, our 

bitter disappointments in God, our willingness to ignore or belittle our 

God, do we ever pause to ponder how God experiences us? How does 

God assimilate our complaints, our denials, and worse, our indifference? 

We’ll reject the wisdom of God and then blame God that we 

rejected it. And when confronted with the truth about ourselves, we 

hang it on a cross. Yet, even there and then the prayer is heard, 

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Overhearing 

that prayer coming from God’s tortured Son, we witness most clearly 

the character of God, the same God who at the breaking point with 

Israel could not just walk away. “How can I give you up, Ephraim? How 

can I hand you over, O Israel … My heart recoils within me; my 

compassion grows warm and tender. 9 I will not execute my fierce 
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anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, 

the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in wrath.” 

The one thing our God cannot and will not do is betray his 

character which is love. Anne Lamott said, "There really are places in 

the heart you don't even know exist until you love a child." (Anne Lamott, 

Small Victories) I would add that when you find them, you learn a little 

more about the character of our God.  

Intoxicated by the smell of baby wipes and warmed by the dozing 

body at your shoulder, a head of peach fuzz resting on your cheek. 

That’s pure joy and delight. Remember that on your worst day when 

you were your worst self, God could still hold onto that image of joy and 

delight in holding you close. “I took them up in my arms; but they did 

not know that I healed them. 4 I led them with cords of human 

kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to 

their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them.” Our daily challenge is 

to remember and hope to reflect such a love as this. Amen. 

       


