Pentecost 20B. October 6, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA. Job 1:1,
2:1-10. Psalm 26, Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-12, Mark 10:2-16.

2 Some Pharisees came, and to test [Jesus] they asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to
divorce his wife?” *He answered them, ‘What did Moses command you?’ “They
said, ‘Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce

her.” °But Jesus said to them, ‘Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this
commandment for you. °But from the beginning of creation, “God made them male
and female.” "“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.°Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.’

10 Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter.*He said to
them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against
her; $2and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.’

13 People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them;
and the disciples spoke sternly to them. ¥*But 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. ®Truly I tell you,
whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter
it.” ®8And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.

THE SERMON

Perhaps you remember the Peanuts comic strips. In one Sunday comic, Linus asks
Charlie Brown how he likes Linus’ new school shoes. “They’re very nice,” says
Charlie Brown. As the kids walk to school, SQUEAK, SQUEAK, SQUEAK come
from Linus’ shoes. “l wonder why they squeak,” asks Linus. “Maybe,” says
Charlie Brown, “they’re not paid for...I’ve heard it said that your shoes will
squeak until they’re paid for.” Linus is horrified. “Do you mean to tell me just
because my dad hasn’t paid his bill, I have to walk around in squeaky shoes?” “I
guess that’s right,” says Charlie Brown. Linus’ mouth turns into a straight
horizontal line, “Good grief! It’s always the children who suffer for the sins of the
mother and father.”

+ + +

Someone might ask you what your favorite Bible verse is. You might quote the

words from today’s Gospel, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them;
for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.” I sincerely doubt that
any of us would choose the words that precede that verse, “Whoever divorces his



wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her
husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”

No one whose wedding at which | have officiated has married for the joy of a
future divorce; yet, even some of the most “perfect” couples have parted ways.

None of us — and | include myself -- who have gone through a divorce, or whose
friends or family have gone through divorce, would ever say what a great thing it
Is. Unless the marriage was worse. Life in a home without love is terrible.
Children want mom and dad to get along, but in a home without love, they see and
feel daily trauma, they experience how their family just isn’t sound — each longs
for forgiveness, patience, and compassion.

Jesus talks about what he calls our “hardness of heart”. Today, as in Jesus’ day,
divorce may be the lesser of two evils -- an escape hatch to reduce the destructive
effects of hard hearts, of failed relationship. A way to protect children.

Martin Luther said the commandment against adultery also required us to lead
“chaste and decent” lives and to love and honor our spouses. Our culture today is
far from chaste and decent. Hard hearts abound among us where love and honor
fall short.

Our society has become used to violent TV and video games, constant war, neglect
of the poor and those fleeing war, blatant consumerism, racism and inequality.
Yes, our hearts are hard.

“I always thought that he would change.” “She’d say, ‘I am sorry I hurt you.” I
wanted to believe her.” These classic statements of victims of domestic abuse are
also troubling and pervasive in dating. We see tragic results of disrespect between
men and women in many of our news feeds.

In today’s Gospel text, the Pharisees’ hearts are hard. Their question on divorce is
atrap. Some rabbis interpreted the divorce statements in Deuteronomy 24 to mean
that a man may divorce his wife only in the case of adultery. Others interpreted the
same passage to mean that a man may divorce his wife for nearly any fault that he
might find in her, and divorce for trivial reasons was allowed. Whose followers
would Jesus offend by his answer?

Maybe, they could even get Jesus to criticize Herod Antipas for divorcing his wife
to marry his sister-in-law. Maybe the king would behead Jesus like he beheaded
John the Baptist for John’s criticism of the king’s marriage.
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Jesus’ words were a defense for women whose husbands divorced them for petty
reasons, which would usually doom the wife and children to poverty. And when
Jesus talked about women divorcing men — something no one expected to hear — he
was putting women and men on equal footing: radical for those times.

Jesus raises the standards of human relationships by looking back at the original,
the archetypical and ideal marriage of Adam and Eve, the two that were one flesh.
But the perfect man and the perfect woman failed by seeking their own way rather
than staying in relationship with God.

In our second lesson today, Jesus is called the “pioneer of [our] faith.” He is the
new Adam, the new archetype for you and for me. God aligns our lives with
Jesus’ life, rather than with the old Eve or the old Adam. All the questions and
concerns about divorce and other human issues, all the good will we have toward
one another, all the suffering and death, and all the eternal life in God’s loving and
forgiving arms: these are our life stories interwoven with Jesus’ story.

I’'m glad the Gospel writers put the story of Jesus blessing the children right after
the difficult — and often misinterpreted — words on divorce and remarriage. We all
know that children suffer greatly from our poor choices, from our broken families.

Yet, we would rather they have a loving home with one parent or with
grandparents or foster parents or two parents in two homes — all better than a home
of fighting, hatred, or indifference.

Maybe you snapped at your spouse this morning over breakfast. Maybe you’ll
argue with your partner before the sun goes down this evening. Maybe you have
wandered into an affair. Maybe you left your marriage even though you still live
together. Maybe you left an abusive relationship. Maybe you — like me — have been
divorced. None of these is part of God’s plan for us to live together in harmony
and security. But Jesus did not rank sins, saying one was better or worse than the
other.

The good news in today’s Gospel is that God regularly chooses to care for those
who are alone, dependent, vulnerable, and hurting. God shows love for those who
repent of unfortunate choices — in any area of life — for those who find it difficult to
love or to forgive, for the children who wish life were different. And if that’s
where we find God, that’s also where we expect to find God’s church — extending
grace and support and understanding and love for those who are down and out,
those the culture leaves behind, those without power, those who are easy to miss or
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dismiss. For it is to such as these, Jesus says, that the kingdom of God belongs. It
IS to such as us that Jesus offers forgiveness. Radical and oh-so-welcome words
for our times!

Jesus offers us lives of love. “Brother, sister,” he says, “be like the children.” They
may have been loud, whiny, dirty, or sick, maybe from troubled or divorcing
homes. But our Lord said, “Let me take you into my arms, lay hands of healing
upon you, and bless you. You do not have to do a thing. Receive my blessing.”
Children receive the kingdom of God as a gift. They come with empty hands and
trusting hearts. They gratefully accept the blessing Jesus offers. They depend on
God's grace. Our faith and hope depend on it too.

+ + +
Jesus invites us — as he did the little children: be warmed and held, be cleaned up,
tears dried, and then hold hands and play. None of you need walk in squeaky
shoes. None of you are in debt to me.

We rejoice and give thanks for people who work hard to make a good marriage and
to make good friendships! It has been said, “To love another person is to see the
face of God.” And | see that face in you!

Our big brother, the archetype, the pioneer of our faith walks before us, with face
turned back toward us -- beckoning. He encourages us to take one another in our
arms, to lay on hands, to bless and forgive one another, for his sake. Amen.



