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We were walking on a country road in Pennsylvania, and as we walked I noticed several large 
birds circling slowly over a spot in a field. Even from a distance, I could tell that these birds were 
big. 
 
So I asked, “What kind of bird is that?” And my dad said, “Oh, that’s a vulture.” 
 
Then I asked, “Why are they circling around the same spot?” And dad said, “Something must be 
dying in the field, and once it dies, the vultures will eat it.” 
 
(Note: kids who grow up on farms learn lessons about the ‘circle of life’ that Disney never 
teaches!) 
 
And from that day forward, if I saw vultures circling in the air, I knew it was a sign that 
something was dying. 
 
Today’s first reading is from the 8th chapter of the book of the prophet Hosea. This prophecy 
comes from one of the most tumultuous times in the life of ancient Israel. In a period of 14 years 
in the 8th century BC, Israel had 7 kings. There were assassinations, a disastrous foreign war, and 
ultimately the whole northern part of the kingdom was conquered by the Assyrians.  
 
This political mess was reflected in the religious life of the nation. Leaders in the north created 
an idol in the shape of a calf. Foreign gods were worshipped. Idolatry was rampant. The people 
were not faithful to Abraham’s God. 
 
Yet the people of Israel kept telling themselves, “Yes, things are a mess. But don’t worry. God is 
on our side. We’re the chosen people!” 
 
Even though we don’t hear it in today’s reading, the very first verse of Chapter 8 is crucial. Here 
is what it says: 
 
“Put the trumpet to your lips. One like and eagle is over the house of the Lord. Because they… 
have rebelled against my law.” 
 
Notice, verse one begins: “Put a trumpet to your lips.” Which is another way of saying, “Sound 
the alarm! Turn on the warning sirens!” In the ancient world, if a disaster was approaching, you 
blew the trumpet in the city to get people’s attention. 
 
And then verse one says: “One like an eagle is over the house of the Lord.” But the original 
Hebrew really says: “One like a vulture is (hovering) over the house of the Lord.” 



 
A vulture, circling around the temple of Jerusalem, and the people of Israel.  
 
What does that mean?  
 
Something is dying, and the vulture is just waiting to swoop in on the carcass. 
 
Remember what I said a moment ago – the people of Israel had become unfaithful. They 
tolerated a political mess, they had allowed their faith to become a mess, and yet they kept telling 
themselves that God would work it all out, since they were the chosen people.  
 
But Hosea has a different message. Hosea reminds the people that God always loves them 
enough to tell them the truth. God had consistently told the people that if they were unfaithful, 
eventually the consequences of their choices would come crashing in on them. Their nation is 
dying. 
 
God does not have to punish us from a far – if we keep making bad choices, the natural 
consequences of those choices will befall us. So we should not be surprised when our bad 
choices lead to bad outcomes - God has told is the truth! He has warned us, like a trumpet 
blowing in the city. We know it’s coming – the vulture is circling in the sky! 
 
Speaking on God’s behalf, Hosea warns  ancient Israel: 
 
+ You have appointed kings without my approval 
+ You have made idols out of silver and gold.  
+ I gave you the Law, and you ignored it. 
 
‘If you sow the wind,’ Hosea says, ‘you will reap the whirlwind.’ In other words, if you plant 
bad seed, you will get a bad harvest. If you keep doing evil, evil will befall you. 
 
Now this may sound like a truly depressing reading for a Tuesday morning. Until you remember 
one thing.  
 
This chapter starts with the sentence: ‘Put your lips to the trumpet.’ In other words, ‘sound the 
alarm.’ 
 
During WWII, Germany carried out extensive air raids in England. The British developed a 
warning system using human spotters and primitive radar. If they saw that German aircraft were 
coming, loud air raid sirens would sound all over the city. The citizens were warned. 
 
And why? Because, with that warning, they had some time to get to shelter. When they heard the 
horns and sirens, they knew that they needed to rush to the shelters, where they would be safe. 
 



The warning gave them time to reach safety. 
 
God spoke through Hosea, because God was giving his people a warning. God wanted the people 
to seek shelter, to find safety, to listen to the trumpet, and change their ways. 
 
God had not given up on them. God told them the truth. God gave the warning. ‘We will reap 
what we sow.’ But even though ancient Israel had created a mess, God was still giving them a 
chance. A chance to come back to him. To come home to him. To be faithful to him. They had 
made bad choices, but they could still make the best choice – to be faithful to the living God.  
 
The vultures could still leave with empty bellies, if God’s people would turn away from sin, and 
return to him. You and I – we – still have time to make the same choice. Jesus came and told us 
the truth. In him, we find our shelter. 
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