The Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost
October 4, 2009
Text:  Mark 10:2-16; Genesis 2:18-24
Before the reading of the Gospel:

A couple of our readings today – and my sermon as well – have to do with marriage and divorce.  Therefore, all this requires a preface.  Because I have been divorced….30 years ago now.
What it really requires on my part is confession.  Confession that I have made before whenever I have preached on these texts – and believe me, folks, sinner that I am, I usually try to avoid preaching on these texts.

But that is my confession:  my divorce was sin.  Not all divorce is sin.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus allows for divorce in the case of adultery.  I think we would also agree that if there is abuse and one’s safety is in question, then divorce is also permissible.  

But my divorce was sin.  And here’s how I know it for sure:  because I even said at the time:  I’m finally doing something for myself!  How gross and pathetic is that!?!  
How full of pride, as if I were the perfect servant before!?!  How idolatrous….placing me, instead of God, at the center of existence!  For several years, I know, I tried to justify myself.  But that in itself is the essence of sin.  Only God can justify us.
That is the confession you need to hear before you hear the Gospel and my sermon on it.

Sing the Gospel Verse.

Read the Gospel.
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; your Word is truth. 

The Scripture passages that we have for today pose a dilemma for us Christians.  Even though the Gospel text we have is not from the Sermon on the Mount, I like to speak of this dilemma as the 
Sermon on the Mount dilemma.

Let me illustrate what I mean by some quotations from the Sermon on the Mount, each followed by a brief question.  Remember, from the mouth of Jesus now.

You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not kill.’  But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment.  Have you ever been angry with your brother?

You have head that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  Have you always loved your enemies?

And finally, this example from our Gospel text today:  Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.  
Divorce is something that has touched all of us.  If it has not happened to us personally, then at least divorce has probably touched someone in our family or someone we have been close to.  Jesus proclaimed, “No divorce.”  And especially the way Mark passes it on, “No divorce – not under any circumstances.”  And yet we see it happening all around us.

That is the dilemma we find ourselves in.  And the dilemma is this:  the way I am, the way you are, is vastly different from the way God intended for us to be.  How do we live with that dilemma facing us day after day after day?  I’d like to explore that this morning, using this illustration of marriage and divorce that our text has given us.

We need to begin with the Creation story that we heard again in our First Reading today.  Because that tells us how God intended us to be.  So let’s be sure we get the right message concerning God’s intention for men and women and their relationship together in marriage.

The way the story is told, God initially set out to create a helper for man.  He created all the animals, but none of them really turned out to be the suitable helper that was fit for man.

So God abandons that course of action – that is, trying to find a helper for man – and he sets out on a completely new venture:  creating woman.  Creating someone who is not meant to be a “work animal” or “lower creature” or some subordinate helper.  But rather someone who shares man’s dignity as an equal.

And here’s how we know that for sure!  What are man’s first words when he sees this woman that God has created.  Does he say, “Hey, God, she looks like she’ll be a real terrific helper!  Someone who can bring in the firewood!”  

No, of course not!  He exclaims, “This at last is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh!”  She shares in the total fullness and wholeness of a human being!
And that is precisely what God intended for the marriage relationship.  The bond of marriage brings two people into an indissolvable unity:  one flesh.  Two coming together as one, with mutual respect and dignity.  That is God’s intention for marriage.

But, of course, that is a marriage apart from sin.  When man and woman brought sin upon themselves, the ideal of marriage was shattered.  Instead of mutual respect, there was excuse-making and finger-pointing blame:  “Gee, God, it was this woman that you gave to me – she made me eat the fruit off the forbidden tree – it’s all her fault!”  Instead of living together in mutual oneness, marriage degenerated into a power struggle:  control, domination, manipulation.  Sometimes the husband, sometimes the wife.

Because of sin, because of the imperfection, concessions had to be made.  And so the law of Moses included some rules about divorce.  And the Pharisees threw this up in Jesus’ face, “Well, the law of Moses permits divorce.  Doesn’t that make it all right?”

No.  It doesn’t.  Jesus’ mission as the Son of God was to reconcile humankind and God.  To restore creation to the place God had intended for it in the beginning….before sin came in.  Jesus’ mission was to defeat sin.  To overcome the power of sin.  And if sin is defeated, then that means that marriage can once again become what God intended it to be.

Certainly the message of Christianity is that Jesus’ mission was successful – he has defeated sin.  In principle.  Creation has been restored to what God intended it to be.  There is the possibility of new life.  In principle.

In principle.  But not entirely.  As St. Paul tells us so many times, there is a battle within us between the Old Adam and the New You.  A battle that, in principle, has already been won by Jesus Christ.   But has not yet been perfectly fulfilled in our lives – and won’t be, not perfectly, until the Kingdom comes!
And that is our dilemma.  Jesus said, “No divorce” – but we continue to divorce.  Jesus said, “No divorce” – because in the new life that he won for us there is no need for divorce.  But yet we know that inside of us there is plenty of the “oldness” as well – and so divorce is a fact of our existence.  As is anger….as is hating our enemies.

That’s the dilemma.  Now what do we do when we’re caught in a dilemma like this, trapped in a corner?  The only thing to do is to shout, GRACE!  Now, that may seem to be the easy way out.  But that is what I am planning to do.  To shout, GRACE!  I do it because our text does it.
Jesus’ prohibition against divorce is followed by the incident involving the children and Jesus’ words that all of us must receive the Kingdom of God like little children if we ever expect to enter it.  
And how do little children receive the kingdom?  They accept it as a gift!  Children accept it with nothing in their hands, nothing to give in return for it, no claims to make for themselves, no bargains to strike.  They accept it as a gift of grace.

By turning to grace, I am meaning that the Church cannot possibly take an absolutist stand on divorce.  The Church cannot simply say, “No divorce;” and, if you do get divorced, there will be no re-marriage; and if you do re-marry, there will be no sacraments for you.  The Church cannot take that absolutist position that totally ignores God’s grace and forgiveness.

But, on the other hand, I don’t want grace to easily wipe away our dilemma, as if divorce didn’t even involve a dilemma.  That would be cheap grace.  That would be a grace that pretends that the sin didn’t even exist.  A cheap grace that is epitomized in the Hollywood style of marriage.  A lot of people call it serial polygamy.  That is, it’s a series of marriages, one right after the other.  Polygamy’s OK, but you’ve got to take your husbands or your wives one at a time, in a series – rather than all at once.  That is a cheap grace which does not fully recognize the sin and the failure that is present when a marriage goes sour.

Despite the new life that Christ has made possible for us, we are still men and women who are open to temptation and sin.  Because of that, when a divorce occurs, the Church has to make concessions which are pastorally necessary, concessions which allow divorce.

But, at the same time, we the Church need to keep Jesus’ absolute prohibition against divorce before our eyes at all times, making it clear that anything short of radical obedience to that prohibition is sinful in the eyes of God – and therefore in need of God’s gracious forgiveness.

That is the dilemma that we are faced with.  And we will continue to live with that dilemma – and with others – until that day when God’s Kingdom comes in all of its fullness, restoring creation perfectly to what God intended it to be.

