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"What God has joined together, let no one separate."

In 2005, 71,269 people got divorced.

Hmm.

I expect they had good reasons.

We know there were rules in Deuteronomy about divorce, because Jesus refers to 

them.

Divorce was a fact of life then. Divorce is a fact of life now. Marriage isn't easy.

So why is Jesus giving us such a difficult commandment? And, more importantly, 

what should Christians, whether single, married, or divorced, learn from this passage?

Many interpreters believe Jesus is trying to protect women from exploitation.1 The

Deuteronomic rules allowed a man who found something objectionable about his wife 

could give her a writ of divorce. In a patriarchal society, she would be cut off from any 

means of support, so divorced women could be exploited and married woman could be 

kept in line by the threat of divorce. Jesus is a proto-feminist. Christianity good, Judaism

bad.

1 e.g. "Mark 10:1-12, Teaching on Divorce," HarperCollins Bible Commentary, 913.
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But wait. Have these interpreters forgotten the ketubah? The ketubah was and is a 

marriage contract specifying the amount of money a husband must pay to his wife if he 

divorces her. Alimony was a thing, even then. It's also convenient to forget that the 

Pharisees themselves were divided over the proper grounds for divorce. A husband who 

finds something "objectionable" about his wife can divorce her, but what does that 

mean? Does it mean she burned his dinner? One rabbi says yes. Many more disagree.2 

It's not at all clear that men were divorcing their wives on a whim.

So if Jesus isn't saying this to protect women, what is his point?

Did you notice that our passage actually had two separate scenes?

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.3

From divorce, suddenly to children.

Maybe this isn't a separate scene at all. Jesus is sitting down on a rock somewhere,

with disciples and Pharisees pressing close, arguing about divorce. Some parents try to 

take this chance to push forward with their kids, but the disciples push them away.

"We're having a serious adult conversation here!"

2 Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus (New York: HarperCollins, 
2006), 177.

3 Mark 10:13-16, NRSV.
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But Jesus gets angry. "Let the little children come to me!" And he picks them up 

in his arms, lays his hands on them, and blesses them.

Jesus doesn't consider them a distraction. What if it's all part of the same 

conversation? "Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will 

never enter it." Does this mean that we should receive the kingdom of God 

unquestioningly, with childlike glee and wonder?

I doubt it. Anyone who equates children with unquestioning acceptance has never 

had a four-year old.

Instead, what if Jesus means, "Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as 

they would receive a little child will never enter it"? How do you receive a little child? 

Honour and shame were very important in Jesus' culture. Welcoming a high-status 

person with a fabulous banquet would increase your own honour. Children had very low 

status. Nobody would throw a banquet for a child.4

No, if you welcome a child, you welcome them with joy and open arms because 

they are valuable for their own sake. You welcome them not because they confer a 

benefit, but because you delight in their presence. Welcome the kingdom the same way, 

says Jesus. When you welcome a child, you experience the presence of God.

4 Mark G. Vitalis Hoffman, "Commentary on Mark 10:2-16," Working Preacher, October 4, 2015, 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-27-2/commentary-on-mark-102-
16-3.
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And then he turns and looks at these adults around him, these disciples and 

Pharisees. Do they get it?

When you welcome your partner, you experience the presence of God.

The union of two people recalls the joy of God in Creation: it recalls God's initial 

and continuing vision for our lives, says Genesis 2.

When you connect with another human being - whether that is a spouse or a 

parent, a family by blood or a family by choice, you commune with God.

Today is World Communion Sunday, and the point of World Communion Sunday 

is that we find union with God through union with each other. In our collective 

participation in the body and blood of Jesus Christ, we become more fully and visibly 

and truly Christ's body, glimpsing the unity in God that is both our past and our future.

People get divorced. The Creation is imperfect. But single, married or divorced, 

God is always drawing us on to Communion. Love has the final word.
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