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Job 1:1, 2:1-10, Psalm 26, Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-12, Mark 10:2-16

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


A tourist in Vienna is going through a graveyard and all of a sudden hears some music,  No one is around, so he starts searching for the source.  He finally locates the origin and finds it is coming from a grave with a headstone that reads:  Ludwig van Beethoven, 1770-1827


Then he realizes that the music is the Ninth Symphony and it is being played backwards!  Puzzled, he leaves the graveyard and persuades a friend to return with him.  By the time they arrive back at the grave, the music has changed.  This time it is the Seventh Symphony, but like the previous piece, it is being played backwards.  Curious, the men agree to consult a music scholar.  When they return with the expert, the Fifth Symphony is playing, again backwards.  The expert notices that the symphonies are being played in the reverse order in which they were composed, the 9th, then the 7th, then the 5th.  


By the next day the word has spread and a throng has gathered around the grave.  They are all listening to the Second Symphony being played backwards.  Just then the graveyard’s caretaker ambles up to the group.   Someone in the group asks him if he has an explanation for the music.


“Don’t you get it?” the caretaker says incredulously.  

 Are you ready to groan?  

The caretaker says, “He’s decomposing!”

I have to admit that the opening story fits better with our excerpt from the Old Testament Book of Job today or perhaps better with the weekend before Halloween, than it does with the gospel.  And even though I was tempted to take the easy way out, be less controversial, and preach on Job or even  Hebrews,  I decided to tackle the gospel.   Because even though I might preach on the other scriptures for the weekend, I imagine we all have some questions about Jesus’ apparently harsh words concerning divorce in Mark’s gospel today. 
 For today’s Gospel text on marriage contains something to disturb almost everyone:  God’s ideal prescription for how to treat each other in the most intimate of relationships on earth—clearly reveals how none of us “gets it,” yet.  Another way of saying that  is that we are still learning how to live as “Kingdom people” both here and in heaven.  The reality of our broken world is that marriages fail. The reality,—the tragic mess of it—is that this microcosm of Christian community we call marriage, this lavish and generous promise to love another forever, exclusively and unconditionally, frequently fails.    Karl Rahner, a famous theologian, has called marriage the Church in miniature.  To love one another in the midst of our “unlovableness” is what it is all about.
As always, context is important when trying to unlock understanding of scripture.   The Pharisees have assembled once again to test Jesus.  They begin by asking him whether it was lawful for a man to divorce his wife.   We may think that obtaining quick and easy divorces is something new.  Untrue!  Divorces were much easier to obtain in Jesus’ day.  The Pharisees well knew that divorce was allowed and was a common practice.  Deuteronomy 24:1-4 says a man may divorce his wife simply by handing her a certificate of divorce and sending her away.

For the Pharisees, the real issue here had to do with the debate about the grounds for divorce.  One Pharisaic school held that the only reason for divorce was infidelity.  The other school felt that anything that the wife did that displeased the husband was grounds for divorce.   By asking the question about divorce, the Pharisees hoped to trap Jesus into siding with one group or the other.   In his usual way Jesus replies with another question: “What did Moses command you?” 
The Pharisees answered “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.”   Jesus continues that the law on divorce was written, “Because of your hardness of heart,” or because of human frailty.  Jewish law permitted a man to divorce his wife; however, the woman was not allowed to divorce her husband.  Thus the intent of the law was to provide a measure of mercy for the woman.  By receiving a certificate of divorce, she would be allowed to marry again rather than experiencing the poverty of abandonment.  Because women in biblical society needed to live with a male relative; be that father, son, or husband, or they were cast out on the streets.
Returning to Jesus and the Pharisees, it’s almost as though our Lord were saying, “You’ve missed the point here!”  Jesus continues and shifts the focus from divorce to marriage.   For he states quoting Deuteronomy, “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, and the two shall become one flesh.”   And then Jesus added those words that have graced so many Christian marriages over the centuries. “Therefore what God has joined together, let no man put asunder.”
The Pharisees seem to understand marriage as a state which lasts until “infatuation do you part,” while Jesus understands marriage as “till death do you part.”  Not only does Jesus change the focus of the conversation from divorce to marriage as a sacred act directly instituted by God, he also strikes a resounding chord for the rights of women who previously had been totally subject to the whims of their husbands.   Jesus looks on women not as chattel owned by their husbands, but as human beings made in the image of God.  
Now before we go any further, I need to say a word to single persons.  Nowhere in scripture does it say that every person needs to be married.  Jesus himself was a man in his 30’s who never married, yet he understood the marriage covenant as the foundation of family life.  He had experienced that foundation in his parent’s marriage.

I also need to say a word to the divorced, for the last thing I want to do is to cause further pain.  Though the Church never welcomes divorce, it knows that some marriages should not continue.  To perpetuate a brutal relationship which is beyond reconciliation would only be to compound misery.   Many people in church are divorced, and being divorced was the last thing they ever wanted to happen.  As we acknowledge the suffering which is in every divorce, we also acknowledge our hope in God for restoration, not necessarily of the failed marriage but of ourselves.    The Episcopal Church welcomes all people single, divorced, widowed, or married as our identity in Christ is not based on marital status but on our baptism.  For we believe if we are baptized, we are a “full member” Christian and entitled to receive all the sacraments.
 Jesus’ focuses in this gospel passage from Mark is on marriage.  And in marriage, the underlying principle is that the  life-long commitments of loyalty and trust, for better or for worse, are of great value and should never be intentionally undermined.   The importance lies in the fully personal relationship of shared concern and experience that marriage can be.  Jesus’ understanding  was that a good marriage had four components;  severance, permanence, companionship, and intimacy.  

First of all severance… “Therefore a man(and a woman) leave their fathers and mothers.”  Marriage changes our loyalty.  Though the influence of parents and friends continues, our final allegiance is to our partner.  Just a reminder some parents forget this.  They expect their grown children to be with them on each and every family event as if their children had never married.  October is the beginning of the season of anxiety for young couples whose parents still expect them to “come home” for every Thanksgiving and Christmas.   There is a limit to how much turkey and pumpkin pie young  marrieds can eat. Holidays should be Holy Days—not something just to “get through.” Severance is the first component of a good marriage.
Secondly, permanence… As the Bible says, “The husband cleaves to his wife.”  When you cleave, you’re together forever.  John Butler Yeats said: “I think a man and a woman should choose each other for life, for the simple reason that a long life with all its accidents is barely enough for a man and a woman to understand each other; and in this case to understand is to live.  The man who understands one woman is qualified to understand pretty well everything.” Permanence is the second piece of a good marriage.
Thirdly, companionship.    The Bible calls it “one flesh.”   C.S. Lewis wrote of how the initial thrill of marriage can lead in the years that follow to something better.  I imagine many of you in this congregation can attest to that as we have members here who are celebrating 60+ wedding anniversaries.    Consider this story shared by Frank Lyman. “One Saturday evening, as Mrs. Johnson finished the dishes, Mr. Johnson stepped up behind her and asked, “Would you like to go out, girl?”  
Mrs. Johnson quickly replied, “Oh, yes, I’d love to!”  They had a wonderful evening.  It wasn’t until the end of the evening that Mr. Johnson confessed that his question, “Would you like to go out, girl?” had actually been directed to the family dog, lying near Mrs. Johnson’s feet on the kitchen floor.  Date night helps kindle not only the fires of romance, but also of friendship.  Companionship is the third part of a good marriage.

The last component to a good marriage is intimacy, defined in scripture as “nakedness without shame.”  If we think this only means sexuality, we miss the point.  In a good marriage, the couple become so intimate, so trusting; that all the veils of pretence are pulled aside.  A good marriage is a safe haven, the first place you want to be.

Jean Vanier, a friend of Henri Nouwen’s shared this analogy about intimacy.  Vanier would cup his hands as if holding a small, wounded bird and ask, “What would happen if I opened my hands fully?   The bird would flutter its wings, and it would fall and die.  But what would happen if I closed my hand?  The bird would be crushed and die.”  Then Vanier said, “An intimate place is like my cupped hands, neither totally open nor totally closed.  It is the place where growth can take place.   

Some have said that the intimacy that is found in marriage is an inferior reflection of the intimacy we all long for with God.  Virginia Mollenkott writes, “Right relationships with God are primarily expressed through right relationships with other people.  Better one solid, honest, love relationship…than an impersonal attempt to love thousands!”  

Well said. It is better to have one solid, honest, love relationship than many lukewarm ones.  In today’s scripture, the Pharisees want Jesus to focus on legalistic grounds for divorce.  Jesus, instead, focuses on the biblical and spiritual grounds for making marriage work.  And that it seems to me to be a good place to focus for each of us who is married or thinking about marriage.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   Amen.

