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Stand by me 
Hosea 3:1-5 

 
 Some years ago people living in New York City picked up a copy of the 
Daily News.  What they found there was an inspiring letter on the front page 
written by eight-year-old Alice Letosha Sheddrick.  The letter was entitled “My 
Best Friend,” and this is what Letosha wrote: 
 “My best friend is God.  He is my father.  Without him I wouldn’t be born.  
Everybody has something to thank God for:  their eyes, hands, ears, nose, legs, 
and life.  God is always there when I need someone to talk to, when something is 
going wrong for me.” 
 Says this eight-year-old girl, “When something is going wrong for me, God 
will show me the right way.  I thank God for giving me the life he has given me.  I 
think that everyone who has had troubles should ask God for forgiveness, and 
we should all love him.  And I want to go to his big house in the sky some day.” 
 So wrote this little child in a letter to the people of New York City, which 
later became a letter to the world.  Why did this letter tug at the heart strings of 
millions of New Yorkers?  Because just two days after she wrote the letter and 
submitted it to her teacher, Alice Letosha Sheddrick was burned to death in a fire 
in her apartment building.  Just two days after this child had written a letter about 
her “best friend,” the one she could count on to stand by her side: 
When the night has come 
And the land is dark 
And the moon is the only light we’ll see 
No, I won’t be afraid 
Oh, I won’t be afraid 
Just as long as you stand, 
Stand by me. 
If the sky that we look upon 
Should tumble and fall 
Or the mountain should crumble to the sea 
I won’t cry, 
No, I won’t shed a tear 
Just as long as you stand, 
Stand by me. 
 One of the greatest searches in human experience is to find people who 
will be for us as God was for Alice Letosha Sheddrick, a “Best Friend.”  For you 
and I spend our lives looking for children, youth and adults  who will be faithful, 
people who will stand by us, people who will love us unconditionally no matter 
how we disappoint and fail. 
 Those qualities describe the prophet Hosea, the source of our lesson from 
the Hebrew bible.  We know that Hosea lived in the northern kingdom of Israel, in 



Samaria, during the last half of the eighth century B.C.  His ministry followed 
closely that of Amos, who preached as a citizen of the southern kingdom while 
those people enjoyed an era of prosperity.  Life in the northern kingdom for this 
minor prophet was very different, however.  Four Israelite kings were 
assassinated within a span of fourteen years. The northern kingdom was in a 
virtual state of anarchy due to war with Assyria.  The conquest by the Assyrians 
led to the fall of Damascus.  Samaria fell in the year 721. 
 Against this backdrop of national tumult and suffering and destruction, 
Hosea was called to preach.  God’s request of the prophet was as direct as it 
was difficult:  “Go, love a woman who has a lover and is an adulteress…”As we 
read his book, it is clear that Hosea does exactly as the Lord instructs.  He 
marries the prostitute Gomer, and together they have a son whom they name 
Jezreel. But then a shadow is cast on the relationship.  For we read that Gomer 
gives birth to a daughter, whose father is not Hosea.  The British Old Testament 
scholar, George Adam Smith, translates this child’s name as “she-that-never-
knew-a-father’s love.”  And then, the family structure finally collapses when 
Gomer bears a third child, Loammi, by another man.  The book of Hosea tells us 
that this son’s name means “not-my-people” or “no-kin-of-mine.” 
 After Gomer brings a daughter and two sons into the world, she walks out 
on them.  Hosea goes to find her lovers and collect what they promised her.  So 
Hosea has been rejected as a husband and humiliated as a father and as a 
preacher in the eyes of the Samaritan community.  And to add to his burden is 
the responsibility of having to care for three little children, two of whom are not 
his own.  Hosea continues to be loyal to God and faithfully follows the path God 
sets for him.  Why does God demand that this pastor take a wife and children of 
adultery?  So that Hosea would know how the children of Israel have been 
treating God.  For by adopting the Pagan ways of the cult of Baal, Israel had also 
played the role of the harlot.  The sacred worship of God had been prostituted by 
the worship of a false God, by lovers who promised but did not deliver. 
 Hosea’s personal life becomes, then, a mirror of his country’s national life.  
Gomer becomes a metaphor, the stand-in for the corruption of Israel, as Hosea 
describes it:  “She shall pursue her lovers, but not overtake them:  and she shall 
seek them but shall not find them.” 
 And even though the children of Israel worship false Gods, still God keeps 
faith, still God stands by them.  So, too, God commands Hosea to reach out to 
Gomer with compassion and mercy, to stand by her.  And that is where our Old 
Testament passage opens this morning, with God’s word to Hosea:  “Go, love a 
woman who has a lover and is an adulteress just as the lord loves the people of 
Israel.”  God directs the prophet to do this even though the Israelites “turn to 
other Gods and love raisin cakes,” The kind of food used in Pagan festivals. 
 The Lord is determined to woo back the prodigal children of Israel, just as 
God directs Hosea to win back his wife:  “I will allure her, and bring her into the 
wilderness, and speak tenderly to her.”  And so we read that Hosea literally buys 
his wife out of a life of prostitution.  In the normal course of things, this would 
have been unthinkable in Hebrew culture.  For we know that the custom was to 
stone women to death who were found guilty of adultery.  Instead, Hosea 



restores Gomer’s lost honor at a high price in that land—fifteen shekels of silver 
and six-and-a-half bushels of barley. 
 Hosea, therefore, redeems this woman; but as a rejected husband and 
father, he requires that certain terms be met by Gomer in the future.  Likewise, as 
God redeems Israel and does not count the cost, so the judgment of the Lord, 
the husband, is upon the bride of Israel:  “You must remain as mine for many 
days; you shall not play the whore, you shall not have intercourse with a man, 
nor I with you.”  Even as Gomer will only find true happiness in returning to her 
husband and children, so Israel will prosper only after it allows itself to be 
restored. 
 But what remains, of course, is the image of Hosea’s understanding and 
caring in the midst of a culture which was accustomed to exacting its pound of 
flesh.  One writer has said that when Gomer met Hosea, he was “Wearing a 
sandwich board that read ‘The End is at Hand’ on one side and ‘Watch Out’ on 
the other.”  When the family was reunited, this commentator says that Hosea 
“changed his sandwich board to read ‘God is Love’ on one side and ‘There is no 
End to it’ on the other…” (Frederick Buechner).  The prophet Hosea becomes, 
then, the very personification of faithfulness, of the one who stands by his wife 
and his children and his God. 
 This sermon gets its title from a 1980’s film which is beloved by baby 
boomers, Stand By Me.  And we have all had the special privilege of hearing the 
Maine Steiners beautifully render the title track from the movie. The narrator in 
the film, Gordie, remembers growing up in a small town with three other boy in 
the 60’s.  He chronicles the gang’s painful and joyous moments of coming of age.  
We watch Gordie and Chris and Eddie and Vern participate in a series of daring 
adventures. We enter into the schemes hatched in their club house.  We feel for 
them in their moments of humiliation, and we rejoice with them in their victories. 
 The four boys take a long hiking trip together just a few months after 
Gordie’s older, highly accomplished brother has been killed in an accident.  
Because Gordie feels he can now never win his father’s love, because he feels 
as he says “No Good,” Gordie breaks down and weeps.  The leader of the gang, 
Chris Chambers, offers him a comforting arm and soothing words:  “It’s only 
because your dad doesn’t know you,” he says.  “God has given you a great gift to 
be writer, Gordie, and you need to use it.” 
 At the close of the film, Gordie now an adult, is shown living as a writer in 
the present day.  He has lost touch with his three childhood buddies, but he has 
just seen in a newspaper that Chris Chambers, a local attorney, was killed trying 
to break up a fight at a fast food restaurant. 
 The film ends with Gordie finishing a story about the four boys, as he 
recalls the close bond they shared as children.  In the movie’s final scene, Gordie 
punches in a message on his home computer, a requiem for his dead friend.  
And then the camera does a close-up of the monitor, and the message on the 
screen says this:  “Although I hadn’t seen him for more than ten years, I know I 
will miss him forever.  I never had any friends later on like the ones I had when I 
was twelve.  Does anyone?” 



 As the scene fades, we are left with the feeling that yes, one of the most 
important needs in life is to make true and lasting friendships.  And as the credits 
begin to roll, the lyrics of the title song begin: 
When the night has come 
And the land is dark 
And the moon is the only light we’ll see 
No I won’t be afraid 
Oh, I won’t be afraid 
Just as long as you stand, 
Stand by me. 
 There is an especially poignant and powerful truth conveyed in these three 
words, “Stand By Me,” for they connote a sense of longing, of loyalty, of love:  
you won’t let me down, will you?  If times get hard, and we’re really up against it, 
I can still count on you, can’t I?  You will be in my corner in sickness and in 
health, for richer, for poorer, for better for worse, won’t you? 
If the sky that we look upon 
Should tumble and fall 
Or the mountains should crumble to the sea 
I won’t cry, I won’t cry, 
No, I won’t shed a tear 
Just as long as you stand, 
Stand by me. 
 The four friends in the film growing up in the 1960’s are no different from 
you or me, of course.  Because what we are all seeking, what we are all desiring, 
is people who will continue to care, people who will stand by us. 
 Alexander Mcclaren, the great Scottish preacher of the nineteenth century, 
tells about the summer of his sixteenth year.  Because of the Mcclarens’ difficult 
economic 
Situation, Alexander had to go into Glasgow—six miles away—to take a job.  And 
on Saturday night when the job was over, Alexander Mcclaren had to walk that 
six miles back home.  And on that first Saturday night, he didn’t want to go back 
home, because he had to walk through a deep ravine—a ravine where murders 
took place, a ravine where noises were heard, a ravine which was very 
frightening.  And the closer Alexander got to the ravine, the more frightened he 
became, and he couldn’t whistle up any courage.  Suddenly to his shock, he 
heard footsteps behind him and his terror arose.  But then out of the darkness, 
there appeared the face of his father, and his father said, “I couldn’t wait to see 
you, and so I came out to meet you.”  Alexander Mcclaren said that he knew 
there was more to it than that; and then his father said simply that he loved him 
and didn’t want him to walk through that ravine alone. 
 And that is the way it is with us.  For you and I have a loving father/mother 
God who speaks to us in the ravines of our lives.  For Alice Letosha Sheddrick, 
“God is always there when I need someone to talk to, when something is going 
wrong for me.”  For the prophet Hosea, God offers judgment but also a 
compassionate, caring presence.  For Gordie, God is the one who endowed him 



with a gift for writing and allowed him to believe in himself when his earthly father 
refused.   
 If you are a Christian, you worship a God as I do; a God who has stood by 
you—enabling you to take one more step, through one more night, to meet one 
more dawn: 
When the night has come 
And the land is dark 
And the moon is the only light we’ll see 
No I won’t be afraid 
Oh, I won’t be afraid 
Just as long as you stand 
Stand by me. 
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