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to my
friends
and
family

You’ve listened to me more than anyone should have to!

And you’ve loved me better than I ever expected.

Special thanks to my pastors:

Dr. Charles McGowan and Roy Carter.

Charles, your steadfast, Christlike love for your “sheep” has encouraged my heart more than you know. And Roy, thank you for being a walking, talking textbook on leadership…and for tutoring me in all things Hebrew!
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INTRODUCTION

Teresa Moshell, one of my closest friends, bounced into my office one morning, giggling as she set her guitar down. She’d just gotten back from a visit to a tiny southern town, and she couldn’t wait to share one of the colorful slices of small-town life she’d been privy to!

Teresa met a woman in the town who had rounded up her entire family to attend their church social. When the youngest son, Jimmy, announced that he wanted to sing a solo in the program, the woman was thrilled, assuming that her five-year-old wanted to sing the “B-I-B-L-E” song they’d been practicing at home. She beamed when Jimmy’s turn came, and he bounded onto the stage and grabbed the microphone. But her pride turned to horror when her strong-willed son shattered the sanctity of the Southern Baptist shindig by belting out the raucous lyrics to the Hank Williams Jr. song “A Country Boy Can Survive.” If you haven’t heard this “classic” in a while, one of the more memorable lines is:

We make our own whiskey and our own smoke, too,

Ain’t too many things these ’ole boys can’t do…

We grow good Ole tomatoes and homemade wine

And a country boy can survive.

Instead of sweetly singing a Bible camp song, her mischievous kindergartener had cleared his throat and burst forth in a ribald tune about cigarettes and beer!

Teresa and I got so tickled that morning talking about all the ways children embarrass and disappoint their parents, especially in “religious” settings! Because even mild-mannered children don’t always behave appropriately in church or in front of our “church friends.” And some parents get really bent out of shape about it—as if their spiritual reputation is somehow dependent upon what pops out of their offsprings’ mouths or how much the kids fidget in the pew on Sunday.

Our conversation reminded me of how very different our heavenly Father’s character is. Every single one of His children has rebelled in some way or another. We’ve thrown temper tantrums, shoving our fists in His holy face and arrogantly demanding that the King of Kings give us different circumstances. We often misbehave like strong-willed kindergartners, too, determined to do whatever we want.

Throughout history God’s people have wandered in literal and figurative deserts, searching in all the wrong places for something to quench our thirsty souls. “Looking for Love in All the Wrong Places” is another cheesy country song with significant spiritual application! We’re a ragtag crew of reprobates who get it wrong far more often than we get it right. But the great news of the Gospel is that in spite of our flaws, God is faithful. In spite of our mistakes, He extends mercy.

Recently my friend Teresa and I have spent more time crying than laughing. She’s walking through a very difficult, very sad situation that involves some Christian friends who can’t admit they’ve made a mistake. And their pride has inflicted much more pain than they realize. Yet in the midst of her disappointment and hurt, I’ve watched Teresa respond with humility and kindness. I think it’s because she’s so keenly aware of her own propensity to sin—and therefore, her need for God’s mercy—that she’s able to extend more compassion to others. Even when their sin stabs her right through the heart.

Teresa’s seemingly irrational, loving response to a bunch of Benedict Arnolds reminds me of the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears, dried them with her hair, and then anointed those feet that would soon be pierced on a cross with expensive perfume. The Pharisees were appalled at her lavish, “inappropriate” behavior. It just didn’t make sense to them. But Jesus said this woman loved lavishly because she had been forgiven lavishly. Her poignant display of adoration reflected her gratitude for His grace. That woman (who is referred to as a “sinner” in Luke 7:39) and my friend Teresa (who is usually referred to as “a gifted Christian singer and song-writer”) have much in common. They both recognize their own depravity and their desperate need for God.

This book is about human failure and God’s faithfulness. It’s about our never-ending need for our Father’s compassion. It’s about the divine mercy He extends in spite of our mistakes. The mercy He extends in spite of our doubts. Its message is meant to encourage everyone honest enough to admit they aren’t perfect. There is hope—because there is a Redeemer whose love for us isn’t bound by our behavior.

Whose love for us isn’t deterred or swayed by our imperfections.

Whose love for us is positively relentless.

We may run from His mercy and hide from His grace, thinking, How could God possibly love someone like me? But the truth is, God is faithful even when we aren’t. Hopefully the following pages will remind you of that.

He is pursuing us at this very moment with His amazing love. Are you ready to be found?



—Brennan Manning

The bromides, platitudes, and exhortations to trust God from nominal believers who have never visited the valley of desolation are not only useless; they are textbook illustrations of unmitigated gall. Only someone who has been there, who has drunk the dregs of our cup of pain, who has experienced the existential loneliness and alienation of the human condition, dares whisper the name of the Holy to our unspeakable distress. Only that witness is credible; only that love is believable.




chapter one
ADULTERATED AFFECTIONS


It’s been a red-letter weekend for me. I’ve had two dates with two different men (which is cause for great celebration among my friends and family). Sometimes months go by with no dates, so to have two in less than forty-eight hours is quite extraordinary.

Come to think of it, dating itself is quite extraordinary, especially for those of us closer to forty than twenty. For one thing, our bodies begin to send messages—subtle at first and then much louder—that gravity is not our friend. I never dreamt in my svelte twenties that I’d wear the kinds of restraining undergarments I wear now. They’re called “body shapers” or “body smoothers.” But a more apt description would be “breath killers,” because it’s difficult to inhale and exhale when you’ve got python panties squeezing your tummy in.

It’s amazing what we go through to appeal to the opposite sex. And while we know that the size of our stomachs isn’t nearly as important as the size of our hearts, we still secretly pine for the type of romantic physical attraction that will take our breath away, leave us weak in the knees, and cause us to see stars (which actually describes how I felt on my dates this weekend, thanks to my desperate “squeezation” measures!).

I think most of us at some time or another dream of having a love relationship the way it’s depicted in the movies—the way Humphrey Bogart loved Lauren Bacall, Spencer Tracy loved Katherine Hepburn, or Richard Gere loved Julia Roberts. Do you remember Pretty Woman? It was one of the highest-grossing romantic comedies in movie history, and it’s still on a lot of “best movie” rental lists. I’m certainly not advocating or condoning the morality—or lack thereof—in that film; but I do think it’s an unbelievably romantic love story. Julia Roberts plays the gorgeous, good-natured prostitute opposite Richard Gere’s harried, hard-hearted businessman. To make a long story short, Richard—a very handsome, very successful corporate hotshot—asks Julia—a cute, naive call girl—to masquerade as his date at a few important social soirees. After spending some quality time with her (not to mention lots of money on her “makeover”) he falls madly in love with her, despite the fact that she sells her body for money.

I cried at the end the first time I watched Pretty Woman, because I was so moved by the amazing love the two characters had developed for one another—a love that made the mountain of differences between them melt away. I wanted to be “Julia” (the pursued part—not the prostitute part! ) and I wanted to find my “Richard”!

Do you still sometimes find yourself wishing that you were someone’s “Cinderella” and that you could find your “Prince Charming”?

Now that I’m a little older, I’m not quite as emotionally affected by their love affair. And I find myself questioning the believability of the plot. I’ve decided that a love story like Pretty Woman is pretty unrealistic. Since Richard Gere portrays a man who could have any woman he wanted, why in the world would he settle for a streetwalker? The story line just doesn’t make sense. Yet interestingly enough, it parallels a true story nestled in the pages of the Old Testament.

Wayward Wife, Scattered Sheep

Open your Bible to about two-thirds from the front, and you’ll find the true tale about a man named Hosea and a woman named Gomer, who was a prostitute. (I’ve always wondered if Gomer slept with so many men because she had deep-seated insecurities about her name. I apologize to any of you whose mother saddled you with the same moniker!) In Hosea 1:2-3 we read: “When the LORD began to speak through Hosea, the LORD said to him, ‘Go, take to yourself an adulterous wife and children of unfaithfulness, because the land is guilty of the vilest adultery in departing from the LORD.’ So he married Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son.”

It’s difficult at first to understand why God would tell Hosea—a sincere prophet of the Lord—to marry a woman who was and would continue to be unfaithful to him. Can you imagine God telling you that the person you were going to fall in love with and marry was going to rip your heart out? But the truth is, God sovereignly chose to use Hosea’s marriage to Gomer as a tangible, living example of His “marriage” to His people. God used Gomer’s unfaithfulness to Hosea to illustrate His people’s unfaithfulness to Him. The whole thing begins to make more sense when we read what Hosea named their children (and you thought Gomer was bad!):

Then the LORD said to Hosea, “Call him Jezreel, because I will soon punish the house of Jehu for the massacre at Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of Israel. In that day I will break Israeli bow in the Valley of Jezreel.”

Corner conceived again and gave birth to a daughter. Then the LORD said to Hosea, “Call her Lo-Ruhamah, for I will no longer show love to the house of Israel, that I should at all forgive them.”

After she had weaned Lo-Ruhamah, Gomer had another son. Then the Lord said, “Call him Lo-Ammi, for you are not my people, and I am not your God.” (Hosea 1:4-6, 8-9)

I’m the first to admit that the names of Hosea and Gomer’s children are very strange. I doubt you’ll find them in any of those books listing ideas for baby names. However, those ancient names were very significant; because in the original language of this text (Hebrew), they prophetically described what had happened between God and His beloved people. The first son’s name, Jezreel, means “scattered”; the daughter’s name, Lo-Ruhamah, means “no more mercy”; and the youngest son’s name, Lo-Ammi, means “not mine.” We can only imagine how that last little boy’s name must’ve pierced Hosea’s heart. The baby didn’t look the least bit like him, and Gomer probably had no idea which barfly was his biological father. She’d slept with too many men to keep track.

And oh how those names accurately describe the tragic, tattered relationship that God had with His people. He had rescued them from slavery, provided food and direction in the desert, destroyed their enemies, and delivered them into the Promised Land. He had never left them or forsaken them. But they’d definitely left Him. Like Gomer, Hosea’s wandering bride, God’s people had become infatuated with other “lovers.” They worshiped false gods, poured their energy into practicing idolatry, and betrayed their one true love, the Lover of their Souls. As a result of their spiritual “adultery,” they were now scattered like sheep without a shepherd, no longer experiencing the mercy or fatherhood of God.

Have you ever felt emotionally scattered because you weren’t focused on your relationship with God? Do you feel spiritually “focused” now?

Portraits of Mercy

Frederick Buechner paints a great picture of Hosea and Comer’s marred relationship—and thus God and His people’s—in his book Peculiar Treasures. He writes:

She was always good company—a little heavy with the lipstick maybe, a little less than choosy about men and booze, a little loud, but great at a party and always good for a laugh. Then the prophet Hosea came along wearing a sandwich board that read “The End Is at Hand” on one side and “Watch Out” on the other.

The first time he asked her to marry him, she thought he was kidding. The second time she knew he was serious but thought he was crazy. The third time she said yes. He wasn’t exactly a swinger, but he had a kind face, and he was generous, and he wasn’t all that much crazier than everybody else. Besides, any fool could see he loved her.

Give or take a little, she even loved him back for awhile, and they had three children whom Hosea named with queer names like Not-pitied-for-God-will-no-longer-pity-Israel-now-that-it’s-gone-to-the-dogs, so that every time the roll was called at school, Hosea would be scoring a prophetic bull’s-eye in absentia. But everybody could see the marriage wasn’t going to last, and it didn’t.

While Hosea was off hitting the sawdust trail, Gomer took to hitting as many night spots as she could squeeze into a night, and any resemblance between her next batch of children and Hosea was purely coincidental. It almost killed him, of course.1

Gomer’s (and Israel’s) adultery is defined in Hosea 2; my friend’s wife’s adultery was defined by her car in another man’s driveway. My friend saw the car very early one morning after doubting his wife’s story that she was visiting an old girlfriend from college. He said he felt sick to his stomach when he realized that her car sitting there meant that she was asleep inside the house, lying in another man’s arms. He soon found out that she’d been having an ongoing affair. I asked him recently why he was willing to take her back after all she’d put him through—all the lies, the humiliation, the betrayal. And he simply said, “I love her. And the promise I made to her was sacred.” Her unfaithfulness devastated him, but it didn’t destroy the love he had for her.

Have you ever been betrayed by a spouse or a friend? If so, have you forgiven that person and moved toward some type of reconciliation?

A Buyer’s Benevolence

Amazingly, God’s reaction to His people is the same. In spite of our adulterous ways—the fact that we’ve let so many other “lovers” capture the attention of our hearts—He’s still committed to loving us. His reassurance of this is captured in the remarkable reconciliation of Hosea and his wandering wife recorded in Hosea 3: “The LORD said to me, ‘Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes’ So I bought her” (vv. 1-2).

Hosea stood in the middle of the town square, in front of all his friends and associates, and bid for his wife, Gomer. Gomer, who’d sold herself as a prostitute. Who’d slept with whoever would have her. Who’d finally had to offer herself as a slave when men wouldn’t pay for her body anymore. She probably stood on the auction block stark naked, so prospective buyers could examine the “merchandise.” My guess is that after examining her, most of the men declared that she wasn’t worth much. She was a tired, worn-out, used-up, old prostitute. She’d most likely been physically intimate with half the men there. I’m sure the crowd had lots of lewd remarks when the auctioneer asked if anyone was interested in buying her.

But I wonder if they got quiet when Hosea called out his bid. They all knew he was still her husband. Not only that, he was the town “preacher.” Yet here he was, in the middle of the most humiliating of circumstances, buying the woman he loved. I picture him walking toward Gomer—he was the only bidder as far as we know—and reaching up to help her off the auction block. Then wrapping his coat around her nude, scarred body. Then gently leading her through the stunned crowd back toward home.

I wonder what Gomer was feeling. I wonder if she was simply numb, not fully comprehending Hosea’s compassion. I wonder what she felt a few days, or weeks, or months after being bought and led away from the slave market by her own husband. By the only man who ever really loved her. Did she say “Thank you!” to Hosea a hundred times a day? Did she cook all his favorite meals and rub his tired prophet feet when he got home from work? Do you think she ever realized the enormity of his forgiveness in light of her unfaithfulness?

The Bible doesn’t tell the rest of their story, but I sure hope it ended “happily ever after.” The Bible does, however, tell us a few more interesting facts about Hosea. Unlike his children’s names, his name has a wonderful meaning. Hosea means “salvation” in Hebrew; this word is very close to the word and meaning of the name Yeshua, or Jesus. In addition, the price Hosea paid to purchase Gomer at the slave sale was the same amount the chief priests paid Judas to betray Jesus. Isn’t it amazing? God literally wrote the true story of Hosea and Gomer as an illustration of His love for those ancient, adulterous Israelites—and as a foreshadowing of the Gospel!

If you or I had written this tale, we probably wouldn’t have chosen Gomer, a prostitute, to represent us as God’s people. We probably would’ve picked a less colorful character. Certainly a woman with a better reputation! But God consistently uses very flawed people to prove His great faithfulness.

He used another prostitute, Rahab, to help God’s people defeat their enemies when they first entered the Promised Land. Today Rahab’s name appears in the “Hall of Faith” chapter (Hebrews 11), right alongside some of the other “spiritual giants” of Scripture. The author of Hebrews actually lauds a prostitute’s faith right up there with the faith of great patriarchs such as Abraham and Moses! The apostle Matthew spotlights Rahab in his Gospel, too. As the great-great-great grandmother of King David, she is one of only five women mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1). Can you imagine? A prostitute in the direct lineage of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords!

Rahab and Gomer must’ve been astounded by God’s compassion in light of their rebellious lifestyle. They experienced firsthand the words He spoke through Hosea: “My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused…. I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger had turned away from them” (Hosea 11:8, 14:4). Like the lady of the evening who poured perfume on Christ’s feet, Rahab and Gomer realized that it took a miracle of mercy to redeem them. It took a relentless kind of love that could only come from the heart of God.

I got to spend some sweet time with a former prostitute recently who reminded me of those Old Testament stories. “Peggy” spent most of her youth peddling her body on some scary streets in Nashville. She’s middle-aged now, but instead of looking haggard, her face looks like that of a young woman. She literally radiates joy. Her eyes sparkle when she talks, and her speech is sprinkled with words like rescued and miracles. She laughs easily. And she can’t stop talking about Jesus. I was almost jealous of her obvious joy. She seems to comprehend God’s grace in a way that I haven’t wrapped my mind and heart around yet. I think she’s still amazed that God loves her in spite of her résumé. I found myself wanting to be more like her.

Like the movie Pretty Woman, Hosea’s story seems like an unrealistic romance. But unlike Richard and Julia, Hosea and Gomer were real people. Their story is true. God wrote the script in order to remind us, His people, of His relentless love and amazing mercy. God loves wayward, flawed, failed, scarred people. People like Gomer. People like you and me.

Focusing on His Faithfulness

 	
Although you may not relate to Gomer’s literal prostitution, God uses the allegory of prostitution several places in Scripture (for example, Jeremiah 3 and Ezekiel 16) to illustrate how His people have been unfaithful to Him. What other “lover’s” affections have you been guilty of chasing after instead of God’s love?

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


 	
What aspects of Corner’s story do you identify with the most? Why?

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


 	
Would you characterize God’s love toward you as “relentless”? If so, explain.

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


 	
In what specific ways have you experienced God’s relentless, pursuing love?

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


 	
Write down your experience of being “bought” by God in spite of your wandering ways.

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________


 

Our lives are neither the product of blind fate nor the result of capricious chance. Every detail of them was ordained from all eternity and is now ordered by the living, reigning God. Not a hair of our heads can be touched without His permission.

—Arthur Pink




chapter two
STRUGGLING WITH SOVEREIGNTY
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