Mark 10:2-16

2 Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’3He answered them, ‘What did Moses command you?’4They said, ‘Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.’5But Jesus said to them, ‘Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you.6But from the beginning of creation, “God made them male and female.”7“For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife,*8and the two shall become one flesh.” So they are no longer two, but one flesh.9Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.’

10 Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter.11He said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; 12and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.’

Jesus Blesses Little Children

13 People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them.14But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.15Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.’16And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.
There Are No Loopholes in God’s Law
It appears to me that today’s passage is really two pericopes; the first is when the Pharisees test Jesus on the matter of divorce and the disciples ask him again about it. The second is Jesus’ blessing of the children, a passage we’ve discussed in recent months. I suspect that part of the reason for including both passages was to soften the blow of the first – after all, nearly every church has folks who are divorced, remarried, or both. But another reason these two fit together has to do with the importance of a marital bond, the high value that God places on all relationships, be it husband to wife or parent to child or neighbor to neighbor. 

Among my favorite movies is National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. The tension between family members in that movie is hysterical, as Clark tries so desperately to host the “perfect” family Christmas. Everyone tries, despite their prejudices and past experience, to get along with one another at the Griswald house, and the family is actually able to sit down and have dinner together. I’m sure you’ve had similar experiences with family get-togethers. Imagine, though, if you sit down at the table and the host looks you in the eyes and says, “You are living in sin.” No doubt this is how some members feel when they hear today’s Gospel lesson. Here they have come together with a bunch of people that are like family, they have prayed together, sung hymns, greeted one another, and now sit down to listen to a sermon that begins with Jesus saying that whoever divorces and remarries is committing adultery. It’s likely that many people stop coming to church on account of such statements. 
So we examine today’s Gospel reading with some anxiety. I’m anxious that I communicate God’s love to you but not distort the message the scripture offers us. You’re anxious to hear the reassuring words of God’s love and acceptance, not words of condemnation or rejection. You coming willing to listen and to grow, but you may not be prepared for Bible Boot Camp where your drill pastor whips you into shape. You come hoping for a stronger relationship with God, but as in any relationships the wrong words can cause damage.
Today’s gospel lesson concerns relationships, relationships between husband and wife as well as between parent and child. It concerns family, and whether or not you’ve been through divorce, you know the stresses and strains of relationships. Today, as we celebrate communion on World Communion Sunday, I pray that you would feel part of a family, a great family, a family that includes everyone you know and many that you don’t. It’s a dysfunctional family – some members are even killing other members – but it’s a family that will one day sit together peacefully and happily, and will dine and talk and laugh together. All will be forgiven. All will be perfected in love. And all will celebrate together eternally.
It is God’s plan for us all to spend eternity in a perfect, loving relationship with him and with each other, which is the reason Jesus gets so testy with the question that the Pharisees pose to him; is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife? Notice that this is a question of legality, not morality. What the Pharisees don’t understand is that God’s law is all about God’s love. Anything we do that is not driven by love is a breach in God’s law. That’s why Jesus’ answer appeals to relationships: God has brought a man and woman together. The two have become one in this wonderful union, and what God brings together no one must separate. The Pharisees, like many “religious” folk, like many Christian folk, try to divorce God’s law from God’s love, but you can’t separate the two. With civil law, you can make a distinction. It’s quite easy to obey civil law without necessarily loving your neighbor or God. It is completely lawful, according to civil law, for me to say to my wife, “I hate you,” and she cannot bring a lawsuit against me for saying that. It is lawful for my wife to give me the cold shoulder for years upon years, and I cannot sue her. We can remain legally married and have no love for one another, but are we really one flesh? Just because we are within the boundaries of civil law does NOT mean that we are without sin. 
The disciples ask Jesus (as they often did), “Master, can you explain to us what you just told the Pharisees?” Jesus says, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.” These are words that rile so many people who have divorced and remarried. “What do you mean I’m committing adultery? Do you know what kind of hell I suffered in my first marriage?!?!” These words make us angry at Jesus, and even angry at the preacher who chooses to preach on them. But let’s take a closer look at what Jesus has said. In first century Jewish culture, it was only legal for a man to divorce his wife, not for the wife to divorce her husband. Women were looked upon as property, not partners, not soul mates. A divorce consequently brought shame upon the woman’s parents – the woman’s feelings were not important. If a man divorced his wife and remarried, the first wife was disgraced and became a burden for her parents once again. And so we should first appreciate that Jesus is leveling the playing field for women. “If a woman divorces her husband” would have been a statement that shocked and confused his disciples as it would any audience who read this passage. So Jesus is declaring equal rights for men and women under the law; if a man can choose to divorce his wife, a woman should be able to choose to divorce her husband. I wonder sometimes how much Jesus’ words have impacted and transformed culture over the last two millennia.
But again, Jesus’ intent is not to prompt legal reform within the Jewish community. He makes it clear that regardless of who divorces who in order to remarry, whoever remarries is committing adultery. Jesus has drawn the line in the sand, and it’s a line that should cause us not a little discomfort. He drew a similar line when he said to his male audience, “Whoever looks upon a woman with lust has already committed adultery in his heart.” (Matthew 5:28). Yikes! So how many of us, divorced, single, or married, can claim that we haven’t sinned, or claimed that we don’t sin? 
A marriage is more than a legal contract; it is a union that is pleasing to God and cherished by God because it is founded upon divine love. Remember the vow – look at page 868 in your hymnal if you don’t remember – “…with all that I am, and all that I have I honor you.” It’s an expression of ideal love that is a reflection of God’s own love and therefore should not be diminished in any way. The Pharisees want to test Jesus on legal matters; Jesus sees that they’re missing the point. Marriage is about love. It’s about relationship. Any divorce is either a cause of or a result of a failed relationship, and that is a travesty to God and man. 
Some of us know all too personally the consequences of dysfunctional relationships – marriages that are no longer founded upon love, estranged children, rivalries and jealousies, even old feuds between members of a church. All of this grieves God, and so it grieves Jesus. So when the Pharisees come up to Jesus and want to know who is in the right when a relationship is shattered, Jesus’ answer is whoever is failing to love. 
Today we celebrate World Communion Sunday. We not only recognize that as we share in the sacrament of Holy Communion millions upon millions of others come to the same table as members of the same family (we may not agree on everything, but we can at least come together for this sacred meal); we also come with a faith that every relationship one day will be perfected in God’s love. That’s what the kingdom of God is about. As we are purified in God’s love, so are those around us. This is the mission of the Church, pure and simple, to “make disciples of all nations,” which does not mean we become a bunch of individuals who adhere to a bunch of laws but rather we become one people, united with one another in a godly, loving relationship. 
