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For Reflection:  "I just think lots of words have physicality. How about the word 'wobble?' You think that's 
arbitrary? When you say the word 'wince,' you wince."                                              Roy Blount, Jr. 
 
Introduction to Scripture: 
Both of today's texts are the lectionary recommended texts for this day.  In grievous ways, they are 
particularly appropriate for this day and events led their reading and interpretation into an entirely 
different direction than originally explored.  Let us listen for God's word as it comes to us on this day in our 
time and place.  
  
Hebrew Scripture Reading: Hosea 11:1-11 
When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.  The more I called them, the further 
they went from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and they burned incense to idols.  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.  I led them 
with bands of human kindness, with cords of love. I treated them like those who lift infants to their 
cheeks; I bent down to them and fed them. 
 
They will return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria will be their king, because they have refused to return to 
me. The sword will strike wildly in their cities; it will consume the bars of their gates and will take 
everything because of their schemes. My people are bent on turning away from me; and though they cry 
out to the Most High, he will not raise them up. 
 
How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? How can I make you like Admah? How 
can I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart winces within me; my compassion grows warm and tender.  I won’t 
act on the heat of my anger;  I won’t return to destroy Ephraim;  for I am God and not a human being, the 
holy one in your midst;  I won’t come in harsh judgment.  They will walk after the Lord, who roars like a 
lion.   When he roars, his children will come trembling from the west.  They will come trembling like a bird, 
and like a dove from the land of Assyria; and I will return them to their homes, says the Lord.  
 
Epistle Reading: Colossians 3:1-11 
Therefore, if you were raised with Christ, look for the things that are above where Christ is sitting at God’s 
right side. Think about the things above and not things on earth. You died, and your life is hidden with 
Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory. 
 
So put to death the parts of your life that belong to the earth, such as sexual immorality, moral corruption, 
lust, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry).  The wrath of God is coming upon disobedient people 
because of these things.  You used to live this way, when you were alive to these things. But now set aside 
these things, such as anger, rage, malice, slander, and obscene language. Don’t lie to each other. Take off 
the old human nature with its practices and put on the new nature, which is renewed in knowledge by 
conforming to the image of the one who created it. In this image there is neither Greek nor Jew, 



2 

 

circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all things and in all people. 
 

Sermon: Flexing our Muscle   
 The Book of Hosea, one of the eighth century prophets, is a fascinating mix of poetry, ritual acts, 
pronouncements of God's judgement and the people's eventual redemption.  Many who study the book 
focus on the early chapters, where the imagery reflecting the behavior of God's people is that of a man 
enduring a series of unfaithful wives. The prophetic word Hosea receives leads him not only to marry 
these women but to give his children symbolic names like "Not my people."  Because there are 
consequences for unfaithful wives, concerns about this book by interpreters in more recent decades have 
focused on the potential of the texts being used to justify domestic violence.  For that reason, much of 
Hosea's work has fallen out of favor.  
 In our reading today, however, the image of God and Israel switches to that of parent and child.  
The child is in engaging in some form of rebellion, which the parent deeply grieves.  Remembering the 
days of nurturing the small child, protecting, feeding and guiding stumbling steps brings more grief as the 
child faces consequences of their actions from which the parent cannot protect them.  I do not know a 
parent who hasn't experienced some great or small grief depending on the nature of a child's actions and 
the scope of consequences from which they couldn't be protected – be they great or small.  
 
 I was particularly struck however by this phrase:  "My heart winces within me; my compassion 
grows warm and tender."  "My heart winces within me…"   

I had always thought of a wince as a facial expression without thinking of the muscle movement 
necessary to create it.   We wince when we are embarrassed by our own behavior or a memory of it – a 
formerly held opinion or statement we now regret, the way we treated an old girlfriend, ex-husband, 
fellow student or co-worker.  Our face contorts itself in regret.  
  Closer to the image of God in this morning's text, we also wince when we feel someone else's pain 
–whether that be physical or emotional, the result of illness or accident, human interaction such as 
bullying, or the result of natural disaster and the loss of all one's possessions or a way of life.  On those 
occasions, our wincing often involves more than our facial muscles – our stomach clenches, our legs grow 
weak…  And the more nearly we approach the fullness of our creation, the more likely it is likely that our 
hearts, too, will wince.   I was going to say that this wincing, this muscle spasm of the heart is not a 
physical sign of heart disease – but it is – or it should be—the manifestation of a broken heart.   
 While such a muscle spasm should cause us spiritual pain, it should not result in our immobility.  
Rather it should generate activity in our physical, spiritual and faithful selves.  God's compassion is not 
merely a feeling – it is a flexing of the heart muscle of compassion to take action and make a difference in 
the world.          
 The rest of today's message is not so tightly crafted as you are accustomed to hearing.  It is not the 
message I had written and intended to preach last night when I went to bed.  Most of you know that I 
begin Sundays exceptionally early to be as fully prepared as I might be for leading worship.  Rarely that has 
meant what it means this morning.  When, at 5:00AM this morning, I read of mass shootings in El Paso and 
Dayton, leaving a current count of 29 dead – a count that is likely to rise, my stomach clenched, my legs 
grew weak, I winced as my eyes filled with tears.    
 I believe that God's heart winced as the first bullets flew; that God's compassion grew warm and 
tender, not only for the dead and dying, the injured and the survivors unscathed by bullets, nonetheless 
ever scarred, but also for all of us in this nation who are in pain, who are afraid and who grieve.   
 But, and this is a big "but" – I believe God's heart also winces because we are not spared the 
consequences of actions we do not take; of our failures to make our streets and schools and hospitals and 
homes safe; our failures to build alliances, to make hard choices; to demand change and to make change; 
our failure to get the guns.  I believe God's heart winces because our hearts have not winced in ways that 
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have moved us spiritually, politically and actively to end this insane reign of terror—that we allow to 
continue.  

St. Paul wrote to the church at Colossi, saying "Take off the old human nature with its practices 
and put on the new nature, which is renewed in knowledge by conforming to the image of the one who 
created it. In this image there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave nor free, but Christ is all things and in all people." 

He might write to us "Take off the old human nature with its practices and put on the new nature, 
which is renewed in knowledge by conforming to the just and merciful image of the one who created it. In 
this image there is neither Democrat nor Republican; the 1%er nor the 99%er, white nor black, Christian 
nor Muslim nor Jew, native born nor immigrant, mentally ill nor racist, the ones who live behind barricades 
nor the ones who do not; nor any who make competing constitutional arguments, but the reconciling work 
of Christ is all things and for all people." 

Our hearts need to wince and we need to take faithful action.  It took New Zealand exactly one 
mass shooting to radically change its gun laws.  How many mass shootings has this nation endured since 
Columbine?   It was going to stop after Sandy Hook Elementary School.  It was going to stop after Parkland 
and Marches for Life across the country.   

Is it going to stop?  If it's going to stop, we need to get the guns.   We have got to stop pointing 
fingers.  We have got to stop blaming others.  We have got to set aside political and philosophical 
differences.  We have got to set aside self-righteousness.  We have got to do the RECONCILING WORK OF 
CHRIST and build alliances with people with whom we may not agree about anything except that the 
shooting and dying needs to stop and it needs to stop now.   

Because, here is the thing:  no one – not Democrats or Republicans, native- born or immigrant, 
rich or poor, of any religion want to bury their spouses and children and grandchildren, want to be afraid 
to go outside, want to attend the funerals of their neighbors.  That is the common ground in which we are 
all deeply rooted and it is from that ground we can grow together united in purpose.    

Yes, we need to deal with the vast gaps in wealth, opportunity, education, health care and hope 
among the people in our country.  We need to own that while we are not in the top 1 or even 10%, we are 
certainly not at the bottom.  It's not only the people at the top who will need to make sacrifices.    

  Yes, we need to write letters and make phone calls and vote in ways that are likely to most 
quickly rein in the wide availability of automatic weapons of war used for making war on our own citizens.  
Yes, we need to address issues of mental health care.  Yes, we need to work on public communications 
that play to people's fears and exacerbates created difference into division and derision.  But we do 
nothing to ease the problem by adding our own vitriol, self-righteous anger, and ad hominum attacks to 
what is already a steamy, vile and violent stew. We will ease the problem by getting the guns so that we 
can address all these other critical issues without the miasma of anxiety that clouds our joy and purpose 
and paralyzes our capacity for action.  

We begin by drawing nearer to the image of the one who created us and who planted a spark of 
that image in each of us.  God's heart winced.  God's compassion was fueled by the flexing of the heart 
muscle.  Not by the flexing of a hand into a fist.  Not by the flexing of debate skills or by flexing the mouth 
into grimaces of anger, disgust and dismissal.    

Like God's heart, may our hearts wince within us whatever we do, first, for God’.  Like God's heart, 
may the flexing of that muscle lead our compassion to grow warm and tender.   Like Christ's work, may 
our works be ones of reconciliation so that the consequences of the way we have been a national people 
together can be changed by what we do going forward.   May our hearts wince within us and whatever we 
do, first, for God’s sake and for our sakes, let us flex our heart muscle to get the damn guns.     


