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  Phil and I are heading towards New York this afternoon, hoping to see 

beautiful fall colors on our way to and from there, and to visit with his family.  I love 

my in-laws, and I truly enjoy our visits with them, but I also try to be aware of 

avoiding potential conversational landmines.  You know?  Like,  we have differing 

political views, so we don’t talk politics.  And a subject that we scrupulously avoid 

with my husband’s brother is that of his former marriage of twenty-some years and 

his former wife.  Their divorce was finalized this past year, after several years of the 

ugliest, most drawn out, hideous process imaginable.  When it was finally done, I 

think we all thanked God and hoped for better things ahead for everyone involved.  

But, my brother-in-law is still bitter and angry, and the last thing we want to do is get 

him going on everything that went wrong with his marriage.  The bewildering thing is 

that both he and his former wife are sincerely devout, faithful, intelligent, well-

intentioned people.  One might feel surprise that they seemed unable to make their 

marriage work, or to at least end their marriage in a civil, respectful way.  On the 

other hand, why should that surprise us?  Isn’t their situation like a whole lot of 

situations we know, maybe even our own?  I cringe when I read out loud these verses 

from Mark, and I would imagine you cringed when you heard them.  If you have 

experienced or are experiencing the pain of a divorce, that’s awful and all of us are 

sorry for it.  If your children or parents or siblings or close friends have or are 

experiencing the pain of divorce and it impacts you, again—that’s awful, and all of us 

are sorry for it.  But that’s pretty much all of us, isn’t it?  Is there a person in this 

room who hasn’t been bruised by divorce, one way or another?  As a spouse, a parent, 



a child, a grandparent, a friend?  You’d have to have lived a pretty isolated life to not 

have done so somehow.  Jesus’ words here hit home in an uncomfortable way for all 

of us.  

  Alert congregational members recognize that Jesus has been a roll these 

last few weeks as we have worked our way through chapters 9 and now 10 of Mark’s 

Gospel.  Last week he advised us to lop off hands or legs if they were leading us 

towards hell, as it’s better to enter the kingdom of God maimed, then to burn in fire 

and brimstone.  Today, Jesus not only condemns divorce, he states that those who 

remarry are committing adultery.  Ouch!  Last week I pictured a pirate’s cutlass for 

severing off limbs, and today I picture a hammer, pounding away at us as these words 

are spoken. In these chapters of Mark, we experience Jesus in his most challenging 

and demanding preaching.  And yet our lectionary text softens the impact somewhat 

this morning by including the verses immediately following his words about divorce, 

verses about the importance of children.  So one of our favorite images of Jesus, 

where he holds children in his arms, follows some of our least favorite words of 

Jesus, where he says things that are head for us to hear.  And though the jump from 

divorce to children may seem jarring to us, it’s actually all part of one long 

conversation that Jesus has been having with his disciples---a conversation in which 

he uses strong language to drive home the reality of a vision of God’s kingdom that 

isn’t about greatness and triumph, but service and sacrifice.  And in these verses 

today, his primary concern is safe guarding relationships, family, and community, 

which encompasses both marriage and children.     



  Well, let’s take a deep breath and dig in a bit.  This discussion happens 

because the Pharisees, the good and devout and self-righteous religious people of 

Jesus’ day, were trying to get Jesus to commit a tactical error of some sort.  They ask 

Jesus a question to which they, and everyone else, already knew the answer.  “Is it 

lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” they ask.  They knew well the answer was 

“yes.” For over 1000 years, Jewish law, as given through Moses, had allowed for 

divorce.  The stipulation was that if a man divorced his wife, he had to give her a 

certificate of dismissal.  Everyone, including the Pharisees, knew this.  They didn’t 

ask Jesus this to learn something new, they’re just trying to get him into trouble.   

  Typically, Jesus confounds the Pharisees by answering a different question 

than that which they asked.  He doesn’t argue about the legality of divorce—that’s a 

given.  Instead he speaks about the spirit behind the law—he speaks to God’s 

intentions in regards to marriage.  Jesus acknowledges that the law allows for divorce 

as a concession to human hardness of heart.  But, he quotes from the Old Testament 

lesson we had for today and says that in marriage God’s intention is that two become 

one, and that  new “one” should not be separated.   The disciples had a hard time with 

that answer, and so do we.  But consider for a moment, how else might we have 

wished Jesus to respond?  The Old Testament Scriptures that honor and protect 

marriage are quite plain—do we wish that Jesus had disregarded them?  Would we 

really feel better if Jesus had said, “Hey, marriage is no big deal, and neither is 

divorce.  Do what feels best to you at the moment.”?  Not only would such an answer 

have been false to God’s word, it would be false to human experience and common 

sense.  People who have been divorced know that marriage and divorce are huge 



deals.  Most people whom I know who have been through a divorce found the ending 

of their marriage to be tragic.  They felt like failures.  They felt guilty.  They knew 

that not only they, but their children and other people, paid a significant price.  Their 

divorce is a painful reality that cannot be simply shrugged off or minimized.  

Common sense demonstrates that divorce does indeed tend to break down families, 

causing estrangement not just between the couple themselves, but between parents 

and children, between former in-laws,  between grandparents and grandchildren, and 

between friends of the couple.  It is fair to say in general, that divorce hurts 

community.  I know lots of divorced people who would say their divorce was 

necessary and in the end, has worked out for the better.  But, I don’t know many who 

would say that their broken marriage and divorce was no big deal, or was a happy, 

easy thing.  That being the case, do we really wish that Jesus had lowered the bar 

when it comes to marriage?  I think it’s good to know that God takes marriage 

seriously, that God honors marriage and expects us to do the same.  Even if we should 

fail, we still need to acknowledge this God-given standard.  God’s dream for us is to 

be loved and secure in our human relationships.  God wishes for us no less than the 

best.  That’s the ideal Jesus upholds. 

  But the fact of the matter is, none of us reach the ideal that Jesus holds up 

for us, not only in regards to marriage, but in regards to service, seeking justice, being 

forgiving, how we use our money, or any number of things.  Human sin and 

brokenness definitely play a big part in our reality, as does our cultural context, which 

is quite different from that of either the time of Moses or of Jesus, both of whom lived 

thousands of years ago in a Middle Eastern culture halfway around the world.  So our 



challenge is to honor Jesus’ words while also acknowledging the realities with which 

we live.  How does that work? 

  Marriage of course, is not unique to Christians; people of all times, places, 

faiths or lack of faiths have practiced marriage.  And marriage tends to look different 

in each of these situations.  As Christians, our view of marriage is shaped by our 

faith, and so the Scriptural witness is important to us.  But the fact of the matter is, 

Scripture speaks of marriage in a way that evolves throughout the writing of the 

Scriptures.  Which makes sense, because the Scriptures were written over a period of 

1000 years.  Think of how much marriage has changed within the last decade for us, 

much less the last century, much less the last millennia.  Marriage generally is a civic, 

legal contract which  from a practical point of view, protects issues of descendants 

and inheritance,  and that contract has varied substantially over time and place, and 

this was true in Scripture also.  In the Old Testament, polygamy was a common 

practice.  It was a man’s world, and a fortunate man might have many wives.  Or he 

might have relations with the maidservants of his wives.  The more progeny, the 

better.  The heroes of our faith, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, were all polygamous, and 

their accepted way of life would never pass muster in our current era of sensitivity to 

social justice.  It was accepted as a legal practice that a man, and only a man, could 

dissolve a marriage for reasons as serious as infidelity or as casual as poor 

housekeeping.  The stipulation, handed down by Moses and referred to in our gospel 

lesson, was that if a man divorced his wife, he had to give her a certificate of 

dismissal.  This bettered the situation for women in Moses’ day, which we might 

overlook.  Women had no legal rights, so a woman simply abandoned by her husband 



was left in a no-man’s land, literally.  She couldn’t remarry, and she certainly 

couldn’t start a career, so she was destined to a life of poverty.  Moses insisted that 

such women be given certificates of dismissal, so that they were legally free to 

remarry and escape poverty.   

  In the New Testament, monogamy has become the norm. Jesus approaches 

marriage differently, but only in a way that makes it harder.  He sees it as part of 

God’s intention for human companionship and intimacy.  Jesus both upholds God’s 

intention for faithfulness in relationships here, but also may be looking to protect the 

vulnerable in his society, women and children.  At his time, apparently the fear of 

being divorced at the whim of a husband had made many 1st C. women’s lives quite 

miserable.  So, instead of making divorce easier, Jesus makes it harder.  The fact that 

in the immediately following verses he also holds up the value of children suggests 

that he has a single concept in mind here: to protect those who were vulnerable and 

without legal rights in his time.  Women should not be casually thrown aside in 

divorce, just because it was legal; and children should not be regarded as property, 

just because they had no rights—rather, both should be valued as part of God’s 

kingdom.  

  Throughout the centuries, the church and culture have struggled to define 

and honor marriage.  Living together outside of marriage and divorce are 

commonplace in our day and age.  Gay marriage is now legal. And all of us know, or 

maybe are, couples in wonderful, life-giving second marriages or gay marriages or 

relationships that have never been legalized by marriage.  Millennials, we are told, are 

as likely to never marry as they are to marry, which will make them the first 



generation of that kind in our country’s history.  How would these words apply to 

them?  If they avoid legal marriage, does that mean they are free to act selfishly and 

casually in their relationships?  That hardly correlates with Jesus’ underlying 

concerns for honoring relationships and protecting the vulnerable and the community. 

I guess my point here is that the Bible is not as consistent and w clear-cut about 

marriage as we might think it to be, in the sense that the view of marriage evolves.  

And where Christ is clear-cut, about divorce or co-habitation,for example, we usually 

don’t like it and mostly ignore it.  And even our definition of marriage or the 

importance we place upon it varies greatly over time and place.  For these reasons, I 

hate to see Scripture or faith used as ways to judge or condemn others over such 

issues.  Jesus wasn’t trying to be controversial in these verses; he was rather 

upholding God’s consistent concern for the protection of the vulnerable and the health 

of family and community, however that family or community may look.   Taking all 

of that into account,  here’s what our ELCA came up with in a statement on marriage, 

family, and sexuality in regards to these verses:  

“Regrettably, some marriages end in divorce.  Divorce is tragic, a consequence of 

human sinfulness.  It is a serious breach in the community God intends for marriage 

(Mark 10:9).  In some situations, however, divorce may be the better option.  

Continuing some marriages may be destructive and abusive to those involved.  IN 

such cases, those involved should examine their responsibilities for the breakdown of 

the marriage.  Confession and God’s forgiveness bring healing and new life to 

persons who divorce.   

 



The church is called to proclaim God’s intention for the permanence of marriage and 

to minister compassionately to those who suffer as a result of divorce.  The church 

should be a community of care and hope for those who divorce, rather than blaming, 

ostracizing, or being indifferent to their needs.  The Gospel promises healing through 

the Holy Spirit’s presence in the Church’s ministry of Word and Sacraments. 

 

Remarriage can be an opportunity to use wisdom gained from the past to create a new 

relationship of loving commitment and joy.   

  This isn’t light weight, easy stuff to sift through.  But it’s important, and it 

points us both towards God’s dreams for us of lasting, secure, and loving 

relationships and also towards the need we all experience constantly of repentance, 

forgiveness, renewal, and second chances.    Every one of us has needed the benefit of 

another chance in any number of ways.  So, none of us, divorced or not, should be 

throwing stones of judgment at others.  Sometimes divorce becomes the best option.  

Sometimes, re-marriage is a God-given opportunity for a second chance at love, 

commitment and happiness.  Certainly we can be sure of this:  in all of our 

relationships, including and especially in marriage, God gives the best for us—God’s 

very self.  And God wants the best for us, loving and secure relationships.  And God 

asks us to give of our best to those relationships.  Amen.   

 

 

 

 


