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 Last week I referred to an author by the name of Sheldon Van Auken, who wrote a book 

entitled, A Severe Mercy.   

 
 

He tells the story of his relationship to his wife, Jean Davis, aka, Davy.  Their love for each other 

was immediate and deep and articulate.  Early on the developed a concept to define their love.  

They created “The Shining Barrier” – which was the barrier that they placed between them and 

anything that would threaten to keep them separate from one another.  A “fence around a 

young tree to keep the deer from nibbling on it,” a defense against the “creeping separateness” 

they see to be love’s enemy (pp. 36-37).  The Barrier, above all else, is built on sharing 

everything—books, hobbies, music, poems, diaries, down to code words and whistles that 

make them seem telepathic … They made all decisions together – they even shared the same 

Journal.  If they had any question about a decision they would first have to make ‘an Appeal to 

Love’.  Would this be a good decision or a bad decision for our love?  They decided not to have 
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children, as children might become a wedge driven between them / their love.  After they were 

married they bought a sailing vessel and they named it The Grey Goose – because the Grey 

Goose is an animal who mates with just one other – and if their mate dies, they fly on alone 

forever.   

 The thought of death separating them was almost too much to bear… they talked about 

their wish that they would die together… and the slight possibility that whoever died first, the 

other might take their own life, so that they would not have to go on alone.  This sounds like 

Song of Solomon kind of love… This sounds like, Many waters cannot quench love – neither can 

the floods drown it for love is as strong as death, its jealousy as unyielding as the grave.  This 

sounds like the kind of love that Hosea was going for – the kind of love that Gomer kept 

thwarting with her unfaithfulness.  This sounds like what it says in Genesis 2:24 - “For this 

reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will 

become one flesh.”[c] And Paul quotes this in Ephesians 5 and pauses… in awe … 32 This is a 

profound mystery. 

 Only – Paul isn’t talking about marriage.  I mean, he is talking about marriage, but he is 

not only talking about marriage… Paul says, “For this reason a man will leave his father and 

mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”[c] 32 This is a profound 

mystery… But I am talking about Christ and the church! 

 We may extol the beauties of marital love – we may celebrate the one-fleshness of a 

man and a woman in marriage… we may enjoy the poetry of the Song of Solomon… we may 

drink deeply of the sweet nectar of the desires that God has given us, but!  But!  Let us not 

confuse the SIGN with the thing signified.  Let us not confuse the sign (Hosea and Gomer’s 

relationship) with the thing signified (God’s relationship with Israel).  The danger that always 

exists when we immerse ourselves in the goodness of creation, is that we pay all the attention 

to the gift and none of the attention to the giver.  The gift becomes a Baal.   

This can happen with our marriages… (personal experience of the moment of realization 

with Tim – how I don’t want him to die… I want to have an ETERNAL love with him – an eternal 

exclusive love)… but also with our children (the bond between a parent and a child is very, very 

strong – but it cannot be a shining barrier any more than the love between spouses… the thing 
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signified in that relationship is our relationship to our heavenly parent… All relationships have 

the potential to be enmeshed / codependent / uncontextualized) … or with any other piece of 

creation to which we develop an addictive and absolute connection.  All love should point us to 

our first love. 

 Now, Sheldon and Davy defined their love as a pagan love.  They believed in a ‘god’, but 

only as a creator of beauty.  Sheldon and Davy Van Auken find themselves in England with lots 

of smart British people – who are also Christians.  They are exposed to the writings of C.S. Lewis 

– and over the course of time, they convert to Christianity… but Davy converts first.  This was 

difficult for Sheldon… there is now a crack in their shining barrier.  Davy has made a decision 

without him.  In time, he comes around, but not very passionately… 

And another crack in their shining barrier comes when Davy is diagnosed with a rare 

virus, and dies quite quickly.   

 
But that shining barrier was a Baal – and Sheldon learned this to be true.  In his 

correspondence with C.S. Lewis, Lewis spoke in no uncertain terms of the ‘severe mercy’ of 

Davy’s death.  Sheldon needed to come to grips with the One relationship that trumps all other 

relationships – his relationship to God.  Sheldon came to admit that his and Davy’s ‘Appeal to 

Love’ (always asking – what is best for our love) – “as the sole criterion of all decisions, it was in 

violation of the Law; for what was best for our love might not be in accordance with our love 
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and duty to our neighbor.  And the Shining Barrier contained an ultimate defiance of God in our 

resolute intention to die together in the last long dive” (p. 212). 

 The Appeal to Love is only valid when one appeals to the greatest Love of all.  God’s love 

for us and our love for God is the thing signified – it is the real thing – and everything else is just 

a shadow of that… Everything else pales in comparison. Look at 2:19-20 and the strong and 

binding language the Lord uses about his relationship with his people. 

I will betroth you to me forever;  
   I will betroth you in[d] righteousness and justice,  
   in[e] love and compassion.  
20 I will betroth you in faithfulness,  
   and you will acknowledge the LORD.  

This is the only relationship of which we can truly say forever!  We do believe that we 

will continue our relationships on the new earth, but they will be transformed relationships.  I 

will not be married to Tim forever.  We are one flesh now, but we will not be one flesh forever… 

Death will part us.  

Not so, the Lord.  I will be with the Lord forever.  The nature of that relationship won’t 

change – the way it functions will change – now we see darkly, then we will see face to face – 

but its essence will be the same.  And the law of love holds us together with him –and all of our 

other relationships must be subservient to that one. 

 And that relationship that God has with us is not just with us – but with the whole 

world.  Hosea paints his picture of the peaceable kingdom…  Isaiah and John in the book of 

Revelation have pictures of this as well – the lion lying down with the lamb.  This is Hosea’s 

version.  (read 18; 21-22). 

 So, that is what we are moving toward, but how do we get there?  How do we get to the 

this time of pure harmony and complete covenant?  Well, Hosea chapter 3 tells us… We learn 

that Gomer had become a slave – that’s how low she had sunk down… That’s what happens 

when we tie ourselves ultimately to anything or anyone other than God, we become enslaved.  

And Hosea pays to get her back.  The price of a slave – half in silver, half in goods.  And now 

Hosea has her… to do with just as he pleases… For her unfaithfulness, he could have had her 

killed.  But this is not what pleases him.  It pleases him to unite himself to her…  To be with her 
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as we talked about.  And for her to be with him – and no one else.  Does this remind you of 

anyone?  Remind you of anyone who came not to condemn the world, but to save the world?  

The Son of Man, we read in Matthew 20, “did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give 

his life as a ransom for many.” 

 Jesus paid the price to be with us – to create a shining barrier that he maintains with his 

constant faithfulness to us.  He owns us .  We are still slaves… but a different kind of slave.  We 

are no longer slaves to sin, but slaves to righteousness, as Paul says in Romans 6.   But now that 

you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the benefit you reap leads to 

holiness, and the result is eternal life. 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is 

eternal life in[b] Christ Jesus our Lord. 

And Jesus is a slave as well – but a different kind of slave… the kind of slave that chooses 

of his own free will to serve us and to give his life for us.  In a certain sense, we own him 

because he has given himself to us and is bound by his promise of faithfulness to us.   

 
“He took the vows first of all: ‘I, Jesus, take thee, sinner, to be my wedded wife; and I do 
promise and covenant, before God and these witnesses, to be thy loving and faithful Savior and 
Bridegroom; in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, for this life 
and for eternity.’  And we looked up into his face and said after him, ‘I, sinner, take thee, Jesus, 
to be my Savior and Lord; and I do promise and covenant, before God and these witnesses, to 
be thy loving and faithful bride; in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in 
health, for this life and for eternity” (James Montgomery Boice, The Minor Prophets, v. 1, 
Hosea-Jonah, p. 39). 

 
What a mutual bondage this is!  What a profound mystery – this one fleshness between 

us and Christ!  A mysterious bondage that, when we commit ourselves to it, becomes the best 

freedom we’ve ever tasted. 

 In closing, I’d like to look with you at Hosea 3:3. Some translations of verse 3 say, 

instead of ‘You are to live with me many days … and I will behave the same way toward you.’  

Rather – You are to wait for me… and I will wait for you.  There is much about love that is about 

waiting – there is much about love that is about patience… about waiting for the other to come 

around.  The psalms are full of the call to wait for the Lord – be strong and take heart – and 

wait for the Lord.  Wait for the Lord – he’s coming – he will come with justice and righteousness 
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and compassion and faithfulness… He’s betrothed himself to you.  He’s bound… enslaved even 

to that promise… 

 And he is waiting for you… As he waits for Israel… and for the new Israel… the church.  

He is waiting for us to come trembling to him and to his blessings.  

 

 


