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Finally, in the haftarah, Hosea tells the story of Israel the unfaithful, 
through the vehicle of Gomer, his harlot-wife. While there is much in 
this haftarah to suggest that rupture is imminent, the haftarah ends with 
the words of a covenant renewed: 

And I will espouse you forever: 
I will espouse you with righteousness and justice, 
And with goodness and mercy (hesed verahamim), 
And I will espouse you with faithfulness (be’emunah); 
Then you shall be devoted (veyada’at) to the Lord. (Hos. 2:21–
22) 

Growing up, I always felt deeply confident that God’s covenant with the 
Jewish people was inviolable. No matter what we did, God would always 
be connected to us, bound up in our fate. I have always found this 
promise tremendously reassuring. But when I read these texts, I start to 
feel an anxiety that the possibilities of rupture are real. The power of 
Hosea’s words is precisely the knowledge that the binding of God and 
Israel cannot be taken for granted. We cannot read the verses I have 
quoted without having an awareness of the danger of that covenant 
being dissolved. Surely the naming of Gomer’s son makes the reality of 
the severing of relationship very clear. “Then He said, ‘Name him Lo-
ammi [not my people]; for you are not My people and I will not be your 
[God]’” (Hos. 1:9). 

Given that Hosea’s story focuses on the relationship between God and 
Israel through the paradigm of marriage, the haftarah quite naturally 
leads me to think about the reality of covenant in terms of divorce. The 
Jewish wedding incorporates the possibility of the rupture of the 
marriage, by way of either divorce or death, through the vehicle of the 
ketubbah. The ketubbah’s original purpose was to protect the woman in 
case of divorce or death. One might ask: why must the specter of 
separation enter into the joy of the wedding day? While that desire to 
flee from reality is understandable, I find it heartening that Judaism does 
not indulge us in this way. Even on the day when we commit ourselves 
to our beloved, we must acknowledge that the union cannot rest on the 
reassurance that the covenant is permanent. We must make provisions 

for proper treatment of one another even in worst-case scenarios. It is 
only when we make room for those possibilities that we can make the 
difficult choices that will enable us to live in right relationship. Only when 
I know that divorce is real can I stop and listen to my partner when he or 
she is frustrated with the same fight we’ve had over and over. Only when I 
know that death is real can I make choices about how to live in the face of 
overwhelming limitations. A marriage that cannot envision that the 
marriage itself is a fragile arrangement is not a marriage that can be 
challenged to make difficult choices when crises emerge. 

So I return to the verse from Hosea, “And I will espouse you forever.” 
How does that espousal work? Judaism guides us in making this process 
concrete. Every day (except Shabbat), when Jews wrap tefillin 
(phylacteries), we say these verses as we wrap. The wrapping and reciting 
become a meditation about recommitting ourselves to the hard work of 
being espoused. I cannot be passive. I must act. So I affirm, “I will espouse 
you with righteousness and justice.” There’s a promise in there that my 
actions will lead to just desserts. So then I say, “And with goodness and 
mercy (hesed verahamim).” These attributes reassure me that even 
though I must focus on what I can do, the reality that follows my actions is 
tied up in God’s boundless love and mercy, the boundless love and mercy 
of the other. Even when I err, rupture is not decidedly what follows. So 
then I say, “And I will espouse you with faithfulness.” This faithfulness, 
emunah, draws on the idea of trust and steadfastness. When we live with a 
balance of all these attributes, then we can be faithfully bound to one 
another and to God. This sense of balance enables us to say “veyadat et 
Adonai,” which I would translate as “then you shall know God.” 

The sacred partnership with another human being echoes our sacred 
partnership with God. When we know another person in loving 
relationship, and respect that we cannot take that relationship for granted, 
then we become motivated to make the choices that keep the 
relationship vital. We must do the same in our relationship with the 
Divine. 
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