Mark 10:2-16
And this is why I love the lectionary…Harsh words today from Jesus on divorce.  Harsh?  Or are they rooted in compassion?  Let us pray…

“God may the words of my mouth and the meditations of each one of our hearts be always acceptable in your sight for you are our strength and our redeemer.” 

Have you ever been trapped?  Maybe in an argument, maybe in a game, maybe in a situation?  If you go one way, they’ll get you.  If you go the other, something else bad will happen.  When in your life have you felt trapped?  It’s a terrible place to be.  Sometimes we’re trapped in our relationships:   Say we have a dear friend who is really in trouble…we want to help them and have all the best intentions, but that means saying some things, telling our truth in a way that can truly upset our friend.  If we don’t, we’ll continue to watch them flounder.  If we do we risk hurting or alienating, maybe even loosing our friend.  Trapped.  Telling our truth is hard, being honest with ourselves and with our loved ones is hard.  It’s much easier to avoid the difficult conversations, it’s much easier to keep the peace, the status quo, the superficial harmony.  But even then we’re trapped.  

The question of divorce that comes up so directly in this text today, we have to understand, is an attempt for the Pharisees to TRAP Jesus.  They’re trying to back him into a corner.  The Pharisees aren’t asking Jesus about divorce with the best intentions.  They’re not dealing with their own issues at home, in their own marriages, and looking to their friend to help them sort through the Law of Moses, in order to do what is right.  They’re trying to trap Jesus.  
We’re in a totally different place than the Pharisees when we ask difficult questions about divorce and marriage.  We’re wondering what the right thing to do is, the right way to think…How can we tak this lessons seriously
Marriage in Jesus day was nothing like marriage today.  Back then, you didn’t meet someone, date, fall in love, get down on one knee, have your favorite song as a first dance, and live happily ever after.  Marriage was a business agreement between men—the father of the bride, and the potential husband.  Romance had very little to do with it.  Lust maybe.  As the years passed, a married couple might begin to fall in love.  But at the outset, the woman was seen as property, an asset gained.  I’ve been at a few synod assemblies, where some resolutions have come to the floor repeatedly that we “uphold the biblical understanding of marriage.”  I think/know what the authors of these resolutions are trying to do is say that marriage should only be between one man and one woman, but I will always vote against such resolutions that seek to link marriage to a “biblical understanding,” because a biblical understanding of marriage is a very cold, calculated contract, where women and their voices are completely devalued.  Now certainly there were exceptions, but we have to understand the understanding of marriage as it was in the days of Jesus and the Pharisees.  
The good thing about marriage for women in that day, was that it meant—not romance and companionship—but protection, legal protection, financial protection, physical protection.  You might even say, it meant safety, another word for that is salvation.  A woman was the responsibility of the father until a certain age where the father is looking to literally “marry her off.”  Once she’s married she’s no longer the father’s responsibility.  She literally belongs to the husband.  So a divorce would literally put her out in the cold.   (Today, a couple that gets divorced can go back and seek shelter in the arms of their parents—not so back then.)  She can’t go back to the father, because he no longer owns her.  This would be like if you took back a car you sold years ago, and started making payments on it again. [pause]

Harsh right?  So look what Jesus does.  First he brings up for the Pharisees the issue of people’s “hardness of heart.”  There’s a lesson and a challenge in that for all of us—married or single.  Jesus calls us to soften our hearts, in our relationships, in our dealings, even in how we look at ourselves.  I’m reading the Spark children’s bible each night to Micah.  “Brilliant!”  Was reading Paul’s famous letter to the Corinthians about love, that’s often read at weddings—and everything is worded in a way that children can understand.  “Love is easy going, love is kind.”  Jesus calls us today through this text to be easy going with our love—what a wonderful contrast to a stiff, calcified heart.  

And then Jesus calls us to responsibilities and back into relationship.  He reminds us that we were all created in order to be in relationship, for some that means we are called into the covenants of marriage.  For others, life-long partnerships, friendships, family connections.  God’s original intention for us is that no one ultimately is alone.  The human being, is the human being together with another.  Start saying that to name our species: you’re not just a “human being”…you’re a “human being together.”  That’s how God intended it.  This is what Jesus is seeking to re-affirm!  

And finally, look at what Jesus does for women, in that brutal context—first, he does a new thing and empowers women to divorce as well, giving them some degree of dignity and power, which they didn’t have.  Interesting.  And then ultimately he comes down hard on people who divorce for to do so in that time was to cast another “human being together” out into the cold alone.  Jesus is passionately invested in bringing all people to the center.  No one in God’s vision are on the edges—not women not children.  And he reminds us once again of that in the final episode where again he brings the children to the center and hold them in his arms.  None are to be treated as in-animate objects –that word in-animate doesn’t just mean objects that don’t move.  It means literally without spirit, without breath, without life.  With God, we are all animate subjects.
To take this Gospel lesson seriously, is to understand that you are included in God’s loving embrace, everyone is included in God’s loving embrace!   

We are all trapped, you could say, in God’s arms.  We are all trapped in our faith, we can never divorce that, because once God has gotten hold of us, we can never break free, and yet we are trapped in the freedom of life in Christ, trapped in the promise of Spirit’s ever-presence, trapped in grasp of grace, this day and for evermore.  AMEN.   

