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“We Are Precious in His Sight”

Last week I mentioned that I have a book entitled Preaching the Hard Sayings of
Jesus. It is one of my resources as I prepare my sermons. As you can imagine the first
part of today’s Gospel lesson has a section in that book. Jesus’ teaching on divorce is
hard and some might say unforgiving. Sadly this teaching has been misused over the
last two thousand years to keep people, especially women, in marriages that were
loveless, abusive, and even fatal. This could not have been further from what many
scholars, pastors, and I believe Jesus intended.

Jesus’ teaching was strict because he was confronting a society where men
were granted the power to divorce or dismiss a wife almost whimsically. Indeed, some
ancient writers tell us that a man could divorce a woman for cooking a bad meal, or
simply because he did not find her pleasing any more. I can imagine Job in our first
reading today had plenty of grounds to divorce his wife after she said to him, “Do you
still persist in your integrity? Curse God, and die.”

It was the husband’s prerogative to write a letter of dismissal, give it to his wife,
and send her on her way. If a woman was given her walking papers, so to speak, she
did not have many options. The most obvious would be to go back to her family’s
home, provided they were still alive and they would have her. Her other options were
much more dire. Let us say, that her next best option was a life on the street. It was
not as if she could head off to the temp agency, go back to school to retrain, or take up
a career she had retired from to marry and become a homemaker. Indeed, it was not
all that long ago that a divorced woman’s options in this country were similarly dim.

Jesus’ tough teaching is about protecting the sanctity of marriage. He is
demanding that people get married with their eyes wide open. He wants couples to
make wise decisions about getting married knowing that they are in it for the long
haul—for better or for worse, in sickness and health, “until death do us part.” It is
tough stuff but Jesus was not one for backing down from the tough demands of life for
convenience or expedience.

Yet Jesus would never have condemned someone for getting divorced either.
Remember in the Gospel of John where he encounters a Samaritan woman at the well;
a woman who had five husbands and was living with a man not her husband. Jesus
would also not condemn an adulterer. Remember his encounter with the woman
caught in adultery in the Gospel of Luke, and note also that the man was nowhere to
be found. Jesus was always about forgiveness. Jesus would never have wanted an
abused spouse to stay in a marriage because of his teaching. Jesus would never have
wanted a couple to stay together who could not stand the sight of one another. Jesus
would not have wanted a marriage to stay together “until death do us part” if one of
the partners was going to be responsible for the death of the other in body or in soul.

I also believe that people do not get married anticipating divorce or even
thinking that is an easy solution if things just don’t work out. Divorce is too hard. I
know. Regardless of the legal and property ramifications of divorce, the emotional toll
is profound and life altering. I believe that Jesus is as hopeful as any starry-eyed
couple when he sees us marry. I also believe that Jesus weeps when that starry-eyed
couple’s dream and love die. I believe it is only with Jesus’ help that we can get
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through those dark, dark days that come with the end of any meaningful relationship
especially marriage.

Jesus blesses you if you are happy. Jesus blesses you if you are trying to make
a go of it against all odds. Jesus blesses you if your dreams are dying. Jesus blesses
you if you are divorced or divorcing and hurt in ways that no one was ever meant to
hurt. Jesus blesses you if you are single by circumstance or choice. Jesus blesses you,
forgives you, and comforts you.

This hard teaching about marriage is followed by another teaching. I don’t think
it is by accident that this teaching about children and the Kingdom of God follows the
lesson about divorce. Perhaps Jesus wanted to remind us that it is with the open,
humble, warm and accepting hearts of children that we enter life, and marriage, and
the Kingdom of God.

We know from this passage in Mark that Jesus loved and treasured children.
He beckoned children to him. He blessed them. He used children as an example to his
disciples. He showed this group of men, whom he was preparing for ministry to the
entire world, that children are his prime example of a follower of God. He did not pick
some wise priest, learned Biblical scholar, or saint as his model. He chose a child.
Jesus said children are the best example of how to love God. [Olivia]

This brings to my mind a song from my childhood. Pay attention to the words.
They are simple, there are no qualifiers such as good, well behaved, followed the law,
voted one way or another. Indeed, the song does not even require that children love
God. The song states a simple fact:

“Jesus loves the little children
All the children of the world
Red, brown, yellow

Black and white

They are precious in His sight.
Jesus loves the little children
Of the world.”?

1 “Jesus Loves the Little Children,” words by Clarence Herbert Woolston, music by George Fredrick Root
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