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Enfolding Love                  Mark 10:2-16


Some passages are difficult to preach on and today's is one of them.  It is difficult because it highlights two very different events and teachings in Jesus' ministry, and difficult because of interpretation of one of them.


Mark 10:1-12 is sub-titled Jesus' teaching about marriage and divorce.  It includes what Jesus has to say about it, it refers to Moses' teachings and Old Testament Law, and it has to do with you and me, today, some 2,000 years later than when He spoke these words.  It is also a difficult passage because of the tensions between legal and spiritual matters.


As the passage opens, we have yet another example of the Pharisees trying to trick Jesus.  They want to catch him in their trap so they will have a reason to persecute him as a heretic, going against the teachings of the Scriptures, for us the Old Testament...the law!  Jesus and his little band of followers were a minority group within Judaism and they were viewed with suspicion, as a threat, and as agitators.  The Pharisees continued to attempt to find ways to get rid of him.  So they ask him, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?”  Wisely, Jesus responds to their question with another question.  “What did Moses command you?”  “He said that a man could divorce his wife by writing a certificate of dismissal”, they answered.  Can you imagine that?  The woman could not write a certificate of dismissal and get rid of her husband, it was strictly a male privilege.



Jesus quoted from Genesis, “God made them male and female.  For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife and 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.”  Jesus always finds a way to lift issues up from a legal matter, to a spiritual matter- joined together by God.   It is immediately apparent both to his listeners, and to those of us who read his words so many years later, that Jesus places profound emphasis on the permanence and the sanctity of marriage.   Jesus is stating that it is God's desire that no married couple end their marriage through divorce.  We believe that today.  Yet, also, in accordance with Jesus' way, we know that if a relationship persists in being physically, emotionally,  or spiritually  damaging, and cannot be  made healthy, it is best for both partners to do what is necessary to get into a safe, healthy place.  Sometimes, unfortunately that is, by necessity, outside the marriage.  


In his response, Jesus is not so much challenging the laws of Moses and asserting his own authority over Moses, but rather he is lifting up God's original  purposes in creation.   For Jesus, human and spiritual values were to be set above regulations and laws.  He saw the cruelty and injustices in the laws of divorce of his day.  He recognized it to be in violation of the commandment of God.


Jesus understood marriage to be created as a permanent relationship.  It was not a matter of man's temporary convenience or pleasure, but of God's holy purpose.  It was intended to be a spiritual as well as a physical union.    Some of us, men and women might opt for a 'money back if not satisfied purchase', or a '30 day trial offer'.  Sadly, it seems that often we treat it as such.  Jesus knew that without trying to work through the difficult times, without giving it everything we have, it would be nothing more than a hurtful, temporary experiment gone horribly wrong.  Jesus was a flag waver for the- 'til death do we part' concept.


We need to remember that the last thing Jesus would ever do is to establish another legalism...this is what he fought against.  He is not a newer, greater Pharisee, the enactor of further ironclad codes of behavior.  He was about the spirit of the law, not the letter of the law.  This is true of his stance on divorce and everything else.  The Pharisees could not condemn him for his smart response.


  Another important aspect of this passage, and something that today's reader might not automatically grasp is that Jesus is a champion of women's rights. That would be so obvious to a person from that era.   Against the customs of his male dominated times, Jesus was trying to awaken the world, to a radically new concept of women as human beings, equal with men in the sight of God.  No longer, mere chattels like cattle or land.  Women, like handicapped people, lepers, and children, were expendable in those days..  Here, Jesus is again, trying to teach them, that this was not God's way.  His fight for justice is illustrated in verse 13 when we read that people were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them, bless them, and heal them.  And who is it this time, not the Pharisees, but Jesus' own disciples.   They spoke sternly to Jesus, chastising him for taking an interest in these children. How could they continue to miss the spirit of Jesus?   But Jesus was indignant.  “Let the children come to me.  It is to little ones such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”  And he took them up in his arms, and laid his hands on them, and blessed them.  Guaranteeing the inalienable rights of children has been such a slow process and in many countries has scarcely begun.  Cruel rebukes are still administered to those who plead and work for the children of oppressed peoples, for the children of minority groups who are denied equal  access to  education,  children for who are still fed into the wheels of industry.  When the disciples tried to stop Jesus from engaging with the children, he became indignant with them.


It is difficult to find in Scripture, examples of Jesus' indignation.  The disciples trying to discourage him from having anything to do with the children roused his anger.  Children mattered a great deal to Jesus. 


Jesus never showed indignation over personal affronts.  The only thing he offered, even during his own crucifixion,  was not for himself, but for his executioners...  “Father, forgive them”.   For a woman being stoned, a cripple by the pool, a blind man begging, a leper wanting a cure, and a child with outstretched arms, Jesus tried again and again to open the eyes of his disciples, and all others who might see, that these were God's own children, and to them belonged the kingdom of God. 


God's enfolding love.  A loving parent.  Jesus respects the worth of all people.  It is the just and right thing to do.  It is our spiritual obligation! 


Jesus says, “Let them come to me.”  What are we doing to bring the children to Jesus?  What are we doing to help all God's children have a point of contact with Jesus and his teachings?    If we believe that God's way is life changing, then don't you think there would be some compunction on our part to be bridges for others to God's children?  Who might be the women and children of Jesus' day today?   -the homeless, the mentally and physically disabled, people of a different race or religion or sexual orientation, or socio-economic background....are we any way the Pharisees of today?  


 How are we equipping ourselves to live out Jesus' ministry?  Or how, like the disciples or the Pharisees are we supporting the status quo?  The choice is ours.  The gospel of Mark talks about courage and humility, and the heart of a servant.  We know what the phrase 'sin of commission’ means, but the 'sins of omission are so much more subtle.  We need to examine our lives and identify the ways that we are enfolding God's children in His love and how we are refusing, or forgetting to.  Pharisees were people of the law.  Jesus came to help us people of the Spirit, living the things of God into the lives of his people, all his people.  


God bless you on your journey as you walk the way of Christ and share that with the world.

Grace and peace to you

Amen    
