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Mark 10:2-16; Pentecost 19B; 10/4/15            Pastor Ellen Schoepf 

Today’s gospel reading is difficult because it has often become 

an oppressive passage when taken out of context.   I also find it 

difficult because I come to this scripture passage as a once divorced 

woman with an awareness of the depth of my own brokenness.  Yet, I 

believe it is very important that we faithfully wrestle with hard, difficult 

passages in scripture and not avoid them. 

Today we get a lesson in family values, Jesus-style.  However, 

in order for us to understand what this text says about divorce, we 

must first understand what marriage meant in ancient culture.  Biblical 

scholar, Bruce Melina, tells us: 

Under normal circumstances in the world of Jesus, individuals 
really did not get married.  Families did.  One family offered a 
male, the other a female.  Their wedding stood for the wedding 
of the larger extended families and symbolized the fusion of the 
honor of both families involved.  It would be undertaken with a 
focus on political and/or economic concerns.  Marriage was not 
a matter of ‘falling in love.’  It was very much a matter of 
‘honoring one’s parents.’….Divorce, then, would entail the 
dissolution of these extended family ties.  It represented a 
challenge to the family of the former wife and would likely result 
in family feuding. (Malina & Rohrbaugh: Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic 

Gospels, p. 240).   

 

Ancient culture also operated under an honor/shame system.  

Great emphasis was placed on the honor or shame people’s actions 
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placed upon others.  So, when divorce took place entire families were 

dishonored and put to shame. In spite of this, divorce was common 

and it was a very simple process.  Within this patriarchal culture, 

women and children had virtually no rights and were considered 

property.  A man could simply write on a piece of paper, “She is not 

my wife and I am not her husband.”  He would then give her the 

paper and kick her out of the house.  A man could divorce his wife on 

a whim, but a woman could not initiate a divorce.   

In today’s reading we find Jesus facing a test.  The writer of 

Mark tells us, “Some Pharisees came, and to test Jesus they asked, 

‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’”  The Pharisees knew full-

well what the law said about divorce and they did not need to ask 

Jesus.  But, they wanted to trick him.  So, Jesus responds by cleverly 

asking them, “What did Moses command you?”  Then, the Pharisees 

tell Jesus what Moses allowed.  You see, Moses never 

commanded, Moses allowed divorce.  Jesus goes on to say divorce 

was allowed because of the hardness of human hearts, because of 

human sinfulness and brokenness.  He then turns the conversation 

into a dynamic teaching moment about family values, Jesus-style.  
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He answers by discussing God’s ideal for marriage as expressed in 

Genesis. 

In this teaching moment, Jesus attempts to recover an 

understanding of God’s intention for marriage as revealed at the 

beginning of creation.  Human beings were created to live in 

relationship.  God’s intention from the beginning is for two people to 

be faithful, lifelong companions in an intimate, committed relationship 

that should not be severed.  By saying this, Jesus changes the focus 

of the conversation from divorce to embracing the unity of partners as 

part of God’s creative design – a unity that is all gift. 

Then, later, when he is alone in the house with the disciples, 

Jesus continues his teaching by discussing divorce, remarriage and 

adultery.  Jesus says God’s original intention for marriage is that two 

become one flesh and they should not be divided.   

Whenever I study this reading, I always think about my own life, 

about marriage, divorce, and about the lives of so many people in the 

world today.  I know the pain of divorce.  For the better part of 23 

years, I saw this text as command – a command NOT to divorce.  

And, throughout that time I felt as though I lived inside of a house that 

had no doors or windows, a house from which I could not leave.  I 
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found this gospel passage oppressive for many years.  However, with 

the help of some dear friends, I began to see that there were doors in 

my house.  I began to see there was another reality that I could live 

and God was standing there beckoning me to enter into the joy of life.  

I now know God desires healing and wholeness for all.  As I began to 

understand this, I also knew I needed to face my pain.  I needed to 

take that pain to the foot of the cross, and walk through it knowing 

God was present to me, showering me with grace and love every 

step of the way.   

Divorce is a pain-filled experience and that pain is like flesh 

being ripped apart.  The wounds are deep.  When flesh is torn there 

is bleeding; a lot of blood is lost and scars are created.  No, divorce is 

not God’s intention for marriage.  However, because of human 

sinfulness and brokenness, divorce happens.  And, here it is also 

important to remember this entire world suffers from deep 

brokenness.  Not one of us can escape brokenness.  We are all so 

broken in many ways.  Divorce is just one aspect of brokenness. 

I think it is very fitting this scripture passage ends with the 

image of children.  We are told the people brought children to Jesus, 

hoping he might touch them.  The disciples tried to send the children 
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away.  “But Jesus was irate and let them know it.  [Jesus said] ‘Don’t 

push these children away.  Don’t ever get between them and me.  

These children are at the very center of life in the kingdom….Unless 

you accept God’s kingdom in the simplicity of a child, you’ll never get 

in.’ Then, gathering the children up in his arms, he touched them and 

laid his hands of blessing on them.” (The Message) 

As I picture this scene, I do not see or imagine sweet, innocent 

children.  You see, the Greek word used for “touch” is a word that 

means healing.  Therefore, the mental picture given to us is one of 

children who are sick and in need of healing.  I see Jesus surrounded 

by sick children and all the smells and sights and problems that come 

with caring for very sick children.  The mental image is one of sick, 

dependent children who are crying and continually whimpering; 

children with fevers and runny noses, children with dirty faces and 

very smelly diapers.  The disciples want to protect Jesus from these 

sick children, but Jesus says, “Don’t push these children away!   They 

are at the very center of life in the kingdom!” 

Oh yes, here we are given another picture of family values – 

Jesus-style!  You see, when we come to Jesus and become part of 

the family of God, we come facing our sickness and knowing our 
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need for healing.  We come aware of the depth of our brokenness.  

We come, knowing that our flesh has been torn and ripped apart.  We 

come in the depths of our pain, the depths of our messy sin.  And, we 

come to the one who became flesh out of God’s deep love for us.  

We come to the one whose own flesh was torn and ripped apart 

for us, the only one who can provide healing in our lives.  We come 

as sick children, radically dependent upon the healing grace and love 

that flows from the deep wounds of Jesus.  For it is in Jesus’ open 

arms where we are all welcomed, where we receive healing and 

where we find our future and our hope.  God stands before us saying, 

“I am here.  I will take care of you as I promised and bring you back 

home where you will live as part of my family.  I have it all planned 

out – plans to take care of you, not abandon you, plans to give you a 

future and a hope.”   

As we come and live into the healing love of Jesus, we find a 

hope-filled future that brings a new dawn and transforms our lives!  

And, that is family values, Jesus-style!!! 


