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Sermon 10 6 & 7 18   
 
 True confession. Over the years I have done my best to avoid this gospel.  And for the 

most part, I’ve succeeded. Usually because it comes around at the same time as St. Francis’ 

Day. St. Francis is much more pleasant.  

This gospel is very painful. But lately I have realized that God sends us what we’re 

supposed to deal with. Sometimes we just need to tackle tough material.  I owe that to 

myself, but even more important, I owe it to you. 

 I remember a priest friend of mine preparing to preach from this gospel. She was in 

tears, because she is divorced. She felt this gospel told her she was a failure. Her first 

marriage had been irreparable. Her first husband was an alcoholic who wasn’t interested in 

recovery. She eventually divorced him and a few years later married a man she had known in 

high school. They adopted two children and became a very happy family. They’re still happy. 

Yet, when faced with this gospel as a priest, she was heartbroken.  We priests are inclined to 

take the word of God seriously. 

 How many of us know of marriages where a sensible divorce, done as gracefully as 

possible, would undoubtedly be helpful for all concerned, especially the children? The best of 

bad choices. By the way, if you think children don’t know their parents’ marriage is in 

trouble, think again. Best to be honest. 

 The history of divorce, from ancient times until now is both baroque and depressing.  

From way before the time of Jesus right up until the early 20th century in America, there 

were very good, humane reasons for preserving the contract of marriage no matter what. It 

remains necessary elsewhere in the world. Even today, there are societies where if a wife is 

“set aside,” both she and her children are put on the street, immediately devalued as humans 

and vulnerable to abuse and slavery. In some societies, if the children of the divorced wife 

are allowed to remain in the home, they can become unpaid servants – essentially slaves. 

 Our society is comparatively enlightened, but even now, a so-called “successful” 

divorce is extremely difficult to achieve – and rare.   

 Jesus was talking to a society that didn’t tolerate divorced women or their children, 

and he was aware of this, a society held women and children to be of little value. They were 

considered replaceable. Witness the story of Job. Even within the limits of parable, after he 

loses his wife and children and all lessons are learned, he simply starts another family. 
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Interchangeable parts. There are those who would argue that the same thinking holds true 

today. But luckily, we do have laws. These laws can protect the more vulnerable among us, 

both male and female, after a divorce. 

 The Ten Commandments instruct us not to commit adultery. When I teach the 

Commandments to children I use this phrase – “Don’t break your marriage.” That pretty well 

covers it.  

 People shouldn’t enter into marriage lightly. It’s really hard to impress that upon 

starry-eyed lovers who can’t imagine anything going wrong. Believe me, I’ve tried. This is 

why it’s so important for all of us to realize that when we attend a wedding, it isn’t for the 

open bar at the reception. It’s because we have been called to be witnesses to a covenant, a 

strong legally binding contract, a much bigger deal than a promise. For those few moments I 

become an agent of the State. But much more important, God is calling me to call all of us to 

be witnesses to that covenant. I can promise you, if I think a prospective couple is headed for 

disaster, I won’t perform the wedding. That probably won’t stop them, but it won’t be on my 

conscience.  

 We have a lot more leeway in our society today. Nobody is required to work on their 

marriage. And that’s too bad. I doubt very much that most young people who are getting 

married today realize how much work it is and how very difficult and painful dissolving a 

marriage is – because in some way, somehow, those two people will always be connected… 

for life. Divorces are torn things… ripped. There are always raggedy edges left. 

We are eager to empathize with married couples, to enjoy their joy. We need to show 

sympathy for those who have had to face the hard work and pain of divorce. We need to let 

them know that they are not alone. We are all loved by God unconditionally.    

  Yes, the church allows us to divorce nowadays. Even the Roman Church is willing to 

grant an annulment – whatever legal convenience that’s supposed to be.  

 I urge you to consider the end of our Gospel when Jesus urges the children to come to 

him. That’s what’s most important. Up until the early 20th century children were thought of 

as mini unformed adults, repositories for their parents’ unachieved life goals – meant to be 

rarely seen and never heard.  

 Jesus granted women and children place. He granted them importance. He granted 

them selves. He wanted them to find joy in God and in life. This was and still is counter to our 
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mainstream culture.  It’s our job as Christians to learn from Jesus’ display of love and care for 

all, and to do our best to be an expression of his love for all. 


