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Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to 

divorce his wife?’ He answered them, ‘What did Moses command you?’ They 
said, ‘Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce 
her.’ But Jesus said to them, ‘Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this 
commandment for you. But 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.” So they are no 
longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one 
separate.’ 

Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. He said 
to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery 
against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits 
adultery.’  

People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch 
them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was 
indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop 
them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell 
you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never 
enter it.’ And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed 
them. 

 
 Before I came here, I served a church in Harrodsburg, Kentucky, where I 

became friends with a remarkable man named John Charles Cooper. When I 

first met him, John was working as a professor at Asbury Theological 

Seminary. By that time, he had authored or co-authored some 40 books, earned 

his PhD in Theology at the University of Chicago (where he was graduate 

assistant to the renowned theologian Paul Tillich) and served as Dean of a 

Lutheran seminary. But his early childhood showed no sign of such future 
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intellectual achievements. He grew up in a tarpaper shack in Charleston, South 

Carolina and dropped out of high school when he was 16. When he was old 

enough, he enlisted in the Marines. Soon after he finished his training, the 

Korean War broke out when Communist North Korea invaded South Korea. 

John was part of the famous landing at Inchon led by the First Marine 

Division, in which American and other United Nations forces drove the 

invaders back almost to the Yalu River, the dividing line between China and 

the Korean peninsula. In November, 1950, some 70,000 Chinese troops 

crossed the frozen Yalu River and tried to surround the Americans and their 

allies. Outnumbered two to one, over the next two weeks American and allied 

forces fought their way to the port of Hungnam, braving constant shelling, 

blizzards, below-zero temperatures and gorges a thousand feet deep. When 

John’s M-1 rifle was broken, his platoon leader told him he’d get a 

replacement soon. The next day, John’s best friend was killed, and the platoon 

leader said, “There’s your rifle.” It was stained with the blood of his friend. 

John was frostbitten. He was wounded twice by shrapnel. After the Marines 

were evacuated from Hungnam—John’s most compelling memory of making 

it to the port was the aroma of baking bread coming from the ships—he spent 

weeks in a hospital recovering. When he returned to civilian life, he grew a 

beard to cover the scars on his face. In 1995, when my family was breaking 

apart, John said to me, “I’ve been in a war and I’ve been divorced. I’d rather 

be in a war.” 

*** 
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Last week, I told you there have been scriptures I have done my best to 

avoid. Today’s scripture—the Gospel passage from the lectionary readings for 

today—is the one I have tried to avoid the most, because of all the scriptures in 

the Bible, and all the words of my Lord Jesus Christ, these are, by far, the most 

personally painful. I regard my four children and my grandson as, by far, the 

greatest blessings of my life, and the failures of my marriages to their mothers 

as, by far, the greatest personal failings. When I do pre-marital counseling, I 

tell the young couples straight up, “I can’t tell you from personal experience 

how to make a marriage succeed. I can only tell you how to make one fail. I 

want you to learn from my example, and do better.” 

So what does God intend marriage to be? Some Pharisees wanted to hear 

Jesus’ take on the matter. The Pharisees were a Jewish sect who strictly 

observed the Torah—the 613 Laws of Moses. But those laws often needed 

interpreting. The Pharisees’ mode of interpretation was called “putting a fence 

around the Law.” The classic example had to do with the 4th commandment, 

which forbade working on the Sabbath. So what constituted work? The 

Pharisaical interpretation was that “work” included things like tying your 

shoes, cooking a meal, locking a door, or building a fire. If you wanted to eat 

an apple, it was considered work if you picked it off the tree, but not if you 

picked it off the ground. If your neighbor cut himself on the Sabbath, you 

could staunch the bleeding but not stitch the wound. The Pharisees denounced 

Jesus for healing people on the Sabbath, because they thought he was violating 

the 4th Commandment. So it was to be expected that they test him on the law 

regarding divorce. If their mode of interpretation was putting a fence around 
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the Law, his was to describe what God’s intention behind the Law was. For 

example, in the Sermon on the Mount [Matthew 5.27-29], Jesus said, “You 

have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’” Well, of course 

the people had heard it said, “You shall not commit adultery.” It was the 7th 

Commandment. But Jesus went on to add, “But I say to you that everyone who 

looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery in his heart.” Talk 

about upping the ante. The Pharisees’ interpretation may have been strict, but 

at least you were judged on your actions, not on your inclinations. But in that 

instance, Jesus was saying that even our inclinations, our predispositions, have 

consequences, because they can lead us into sin. Of course, the Tenth 

Commandment had said much the same thing when it said, “You shall not 

covet.” 

 So, in today’s scripture, the Pharisees asked Jesus if divorce was lawful. 

He asked them in return, “What did Moses (the Lawgiver) say?” They 

answered, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to 

divorce his wife.” That’s true, but let’s hear the actual scripture they were 

referring to. It comes from Deuteronomy 24.1-4, and if you don’t believe me, 

you can look it up in your pew Bible. Deuteronomy is in the Old Testament. 

It’s the 5th book. It’s between Numbers and Joshua. Here is the reading: 

Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not 
please him because he finds something objectionable about her, and so he 
writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of 
his house; she then leaves his house and goes off to become another man’s 
wife. Then suppose the second man dislikes her, writes her a bill of 
divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house (or the second 
man who married her dies); her first husband, who sent her away, is not 
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permitted to take her again to be his wife after she has been defiled; for 
that would be abhorrent to the Lord, and you shall not bring guilt on the 
land that the Lord your God is giving you as a possession. 
 
“She does not please him because he finds something objectionable about 

her.” Those extra pounds since the babies…those age spots…the way you 

clean the house…objectionable, objectionable. Here’s the certificate of 

divorce. Good bye. We’re done. Get out. Too bad if you’re homeless and 

destitute now. Go find another man. Can you see how all the power in that 

relationship abides with the man? Well, suppose she does marry again, and 

suppose he finds something objectionable about her, too? Or maybe the second 

husband dies, and her first husband is filled with remorse for the way he 

treated her, or realizes he really misses her, but he can’t take her back. She’s 

defiled. It would be abhorrent. It would bring guilt on the land. That’s what the 

Law said. Jesus acknowledged, “Yes, that’s what the Law allows. Moses wrote 

it because of your hardness of heart…but it’s not what God intended.” He 

quoted scripture, two passages from Genesis: “But 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.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined 

together, let no one separate.” Jesus did not demean marriage. He elevated it. 

He discerned the sacredness in it, the essential sanctity of it. It was more than a 

contract. Jesus made the relationship between men and women in a marriage 

equal in authority, but also equal in obligation, and said that this was what God 

intended from the beginning. Later, with the disciples, the matter came up 
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again. To them, Jesus said, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another 

commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries 

another, she commits adultery.” I wish Jesus had not said that, because it 

judges me. But I can’t wish his words away, or pretend he didn’t say them. 

Is divorce a sin? Yes, in the way almost all broken promises are sins. Next 

to the baptismal covenant, marriage vows are the most sacred promises we 

make, especially since they are made in front of God and all the witnesses who 

love the couple most in the world. But divorce is not the first broken promise 

in a broken marriage. Promises to “love and honor, in all duty and service, in 

all faith and tenderness,” “in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in 

sickness and in health, as long as we both shall live,” get broken before the 

divorce is ever entered into the record. Yes, divorce is a tragedy and a sin, but 

there are many sins that precede it. And we must never forget that God does 

forgive sins when there is true and genuine repentance. All sins. And as we 

have been forgiven, so are we called to forgive. 

There are three levels of forgiveness. The lowest level is retribution, “an 

eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” Once I’ve paid you back for hurting me—

once I get the pound of flesh from you to make up for the pound of flesh you 

took from me—we’re even. The problem with retribution is that it goes on and 

on. The highest form of forgiveness is reconciliation, as with the Prodigal Son 

and the father who was ecstatic to have his wayward—but very contrite—son 

back. In most instances, that kind of full reconciliation, and restoration to the 

family, is not possible in an irretrievably broken marriage. But there is a 

middle form of forgiveness, called “Mizpah.” It comes from the promise Jacob 
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and Laban, son-in-in law and father-in-law, made to each other. Jacob and 

Laban had been ripping each other off for a long time, and they probably 

would have liked to kill each other, but they didn’t because Jacob was married 

to Laban’s daughters, Leah and Rachel, and there had been children. For the 

sake of Rachel and Leah and the children, Jacob and Laban foreswore 

retribution against each other. At a place called Mizpah, they set up a pillar 

marking a boundary line, and promised to never cross that line for the purpose 

of doing the other harm. They asked God to bear witness to that promise with 

these words, “May the Lord watch between thee and me while we are absent 

one from the other.” Sometimes, that’s the best an estranged couple can do in 

the matter of forgiveness—a promise not to cross the line to hurt the other, out 

of love for the children and all the other innocents. 

Marriage is hard. Sometimes it is excruciatingly hard. But it less hard 

when grace abounds, and when we remember that even the happiest old 

couples probably have, at some point, gone through a difficult death and 

resurrection. All that said, there are times when a divorce, while never good, 

may be necessary, in the same way that a war, while never good, may 

sometimes be necessary. But neither war nor divorce is what God wanted or 

intended, and after the bloodletting, both parties—especially if they are 

Christians—have an obligation to work for peace, for forgiveness, even if the 

highest form of forgiveness they can manage is Mizpah, for the sake of the 

children. 

The passage of scripture after the one about divorce has to do with 

children. Parents were bringing theirs to meet Jesus, and the disciples were 
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trying to keep them away…he’s too busy; he has more important people to 

see. Jesus was indignant. “Let the children come to me,” he said. “Do not stop 

them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell 

you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never 

enter it.” And he hugged them and blessed them. 

Children are hostages of the choices we make. We may conclude our 

relationship was a mistake, but whatever children issue from that relationship 

never are. As Jesus said, it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. 

If we have children, either through birth or adoption, we are also hostages, and 

for life. It is what God intended. Divorcing our spouses is legal, and sometimes 

it is justifiable, but what a terrible thing it is—what a sin against the 

innocent—if in the process we divorce the children as well. 

Today is World Communion Sunday. Scripture tells us that the Church is 

the Bride of Christ [Ephesians 5.25]. We, with people around the world, 

acknowledge the mystical ties that bind us to the Lord Jesus, and to one 

another, through the bread that represents his body broken for us; through the 

cup that testifies to the blood shed for us. There are mystic cords that bind us 

one to another. Far too often, those cords are broken, for we are a broken and 

sinful people. But deep down, because we are also a people saved by the grace 

of God in Jesus Christ, what we break, Christ still strives to put together; what 

we tear, the Holy Spirit longs to mend; from what seems dead and lost forever, 

the Lord God Almighty may be creating new life.               Amen. 
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