Session 4: Battered Love: The Marriage Metaphor in the Prophets.
Welcome to our fourth session. Today we shall be considering how some of the prophets use the metaphor of marriage to characterise the relationship between God and God’s people. In this session I will be drawing in particular on Renita Weem’s book: Battered Love: Marriage, Sex and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets, (Fortress: Minneapolis, 1995).
In chapter 2 of the book of Hosea we read:
Plead with your mother, plead… that she put away her whoring from her face, and her adultery from between her breasts, or I will strip her naked and expose her as in the day she was born, and make her like a wilderness, and turn her into a parched land, and kill her with thirst. (Hosea 2:2-3)
The passage goes on to list other ways in which the ‘unfaithful wife’ will be punished in verses 4-13. Then there is a sudden change of mood, and verses 14-20 depict a tender reconciliation.
In Ezekiel 16 we have something similar:
Thus says the Lord GOD, Because your lust was poured out and your nakedness uncovered in your whoring with your lovers, and because of all your abominable idols, and because of the blood of your children that you gave to them, therefore, I will gather all your lovers, with whom you took pleasure, all those you loved and all those you hated; I will gather them against you from all around, and will uncover your nakedness to them, so that they may see all your nakedness. I will judge you as women who commit adultery and shed blood are judged, and bring blood upon you in wrath and jealousy. I will deliver you into their hands, and they shall throw down your platform and break down your lofty places; they shall strip you of your clothes and take your beautiful objects and leave you naked and bare. (Ezek 16:36-39)
And, as with Hosea, the chapter ends with reconciliation (Ezek 16: 59-63)
Of course, we know that this is a metaphor. The woman represents Israel, and her unfaithfulness represents the unfaithfulness of the Israelites in following idols, including, in Ezekiel’s narrative, child sacrifice. But before we say “well, that is alright then” we perhaps need to delve a little deeper. For the metaphor presumes it is OK for a husband to violently assault his wife, or even encourage others to do so, as ‘punishment’ for her infidelity.
Let us look at context once again, for this is, as ever, crucial. Hosea is a prophet for the northern tribes not long before they are taken over and deported by Asyria. Ezekiel is a prophet at the time of the Exile. Both are seeking to explain why the people find themselves in the predicament they are in, and both also promise a better future. It is into this context the metaphor speaks. Weems identifies a five-stage process which is very clear in Ezekiel 16: 
Courtship, marriage/covenant, infidelity, punishment, reconciliation/new covenant.
That is the background, but it is also important to think about the audience. Of course, as the prophetic books have been worked and reworked, in a sense they had a number of real audiences and authors, and we have little information about these. However, there is also in any text what is usually referred to as the ‘implied’ author and audience, that is to say the author/audience we reconstruct from the text itself. (Weems uses the term ‘ideal’ author/audience to mean the same thing, p. 38).
Weems identifies the audience as “Elite Hebrew men”. This is implied by the nature of the accusations, which revolve around the public cult, oppressive economic practices, and foreign policy. it is worth quoting a passage from Weems here: 
The metaphor was clearly expected to have the power to pierce the sensibilities of the men who dominated the public sphere by drawing parallels between their public decisions and the sexual and moral world of women. To paraphrase baldly this largely male debate, the prophets argument is this: God is as outraged at what you are doing as any one of you would be if your wives were acting the way you are acting. The metaphor was aimed at elite Hebrew men, those who set the nations moral and political course; the prophets accused these men of acting like women—and lusty, depraved, defiled women at that. One can only imagine the shock and disgust that greeted these prophetic messages. (42)
One key problem with this metaphor, as Weems points out is that it is “a metaphor that absolved [the men] of guilt in battering their wives, a metaphor that perpetuated self-serving lore about women and women’s bodies, and a metaphor that justified the control and punishment of women” (42)
And while the metaphor usually ends in reconciliation, there is no apology for the behaviour of the husband. The only one judged to have erred is the wife, even when the punishment seems excessive. There are places in the prophets where it is suggested that God may have overdone the punishment, for example Hosea 11, but not within the metaphor of marriage. Hosea 11 uses the metaphor of mother and child.
Can we ‘redeem’ this metaphor? after all, some of the things that are denounced using this metaphor are things we too would want to denounce. Can we separate the message from the metaphor?
What makes this less than straightforward is, in part, the characterisation of God. We are presented with and image of God who is unpredictable, violent and vengeful. Sometimes God is indulgent and forgiving, at other times God flies into a mad rage. The railing against the two sisters (representing Israel and Judah) in Ezekiel 33 is graphic, excessive, and arguably pornographic. As Weems puts it: “the husband… comes across as a deeply ambivalent man, one who can be as cruel and pitiless towards his wife as he can be gentle and giving”. (71)
Weems points out that “the point of the metaphor was not merely to characterise Israel’s behaviour” it was also “to shed light ultimately on divine activity” (69). They were trying to explain why they were in the situation they were in: oppressed defeated and indeed exiled by foreign forces.
But perhaps if we look at the metaphor from an existential viewpoint rather than a metaphysical one it may still be useful. The vicissitudes of the people cause them to question their relationship with God. On the one hand, they had the ritual memory of a God who led them out of slavery. On the other, they are experiencing a God who seems absent or even punitive. Many of the psalms have this as a theme, for example Ps 44. So the two ‘sides’ of God are not meant as a statement about the nature of God, but rather a question for the audience. As Weems puts it: “the marriage metaphor was able to absorb two rather contradictory sides of Israel’s experience with God” (75)
Here, of course, we hit the bigger question, that of suffering and injustice in a world in which it is presumed there is ultimate purpose and objective justice. It is the question faced by Job. Is God the capricious character of the opening passages, or the mysterious character speaking from the whirlwind? 
Turning to the New Testament, the image of marriage carries over. Ephesians 5:21-32 is slightly convoluted, as the passage speaks both socially and metaphorically about marriage. In the metaphor we are presented with the Church as the bride of Christ. And although patriarchal strains remain in this presentation, here the groom ‘gives himself’ for the bride. The bride is now purified, not by punishment, but by the sacrifice of the groom! 
Ephesians also makes explicit the two-way nature of metaphors. The human reality tells us something about the divine reality: the relationship between Christ and the Church. But this has implications for the human reality as well. It is interesting to note that the husband is commanded to ‘love’ his wife, whereas the wife only has to ‘respect’ her husband!
The book of Revelation also uses the metaphor describing the new Jerusalem as “coming down from heaven, from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev 21:2) and later as the “wife of the lamb” (21:9)
As I have mentioned before, when considering images of God, we must always defer to the one who is the Image of God, to Jesus Christ. And we know how he dealt with women with a bad reputation. Focusing on one, the woman ‘caught in adultery’ of John 8, we might ask why the scribes and pharisees only brought the woman along and not the man who she was with! In any case, Jesus both refuses to condemn her. Not only that, while he does not condone her sin, he also equates this sin with those of her accusers, but in this case, it is not to cause shock and outrage, but to do rather the opposite. To ‘play it down’. And so make room for forgiveness and healing.
