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Mark 10:2-16

A Strange Day

Thursday was a strange day for me.  In the morning I forced myself to read Bill Mckibben’s article in the Rolling Stone magazine entitled “Global Warming’s Terrifying New Math.”  It put me into a quiet, reflective mood where the world I usually think of as real seemed strange and out of sink with some deeper truth.  I was aware of cars driving about everywhere as though they always would, the sun shining so brightly in the early October sky with no more than a few drops of rain since June, people scrambling around earnestly trying to make a living but also distracting themselves from a gnawing emptiness that wanted to engulf them.  

I met with our son for lunch at a Middle Eastern Restaurant.  He is out of work and searching and I want to support him any way that I can.  I didn’t share my strange feeling of seeing the world from a distance. I didn’t tell him about the article I had read in Rolling Stone.   I just presented myself to him as best I could and my heart hurt for the world.  It was a strange feeling.  There were no good guys and bad guys; all of that seemed so shallow.  There were just human beings, hurting and hurting others and I loved them all and felt like weeping for them.  I’m not sure why, maybe it was God’s spirit.
After lunch I followed our son to the place where he is volunteering.  I wanted to see it.  I had met the woman who runs the place before and liked her.  I asked her if she had seen the documentary film “Bill W.”, about Bill Wilson, the man who founded AA.  It’s coming to Cinema 21 in Portland this week and my wife, son and I had seen it on Monday in an advance showing.  The woman hadn’t seen it.  We told her we thought it was a very good film because it presented Bill W. as human, vulnerable and as always wondering if he was loved.   She said she had stopped drinking alcohol as it contributed to her depression rather than relieve it and that she would like to see the film.  She added that Bill Wilson had saved the lives of countless people.
She then mentioned she had been going to a Buddhist Temple.  Even that didn’t throw me.  I still felt warm and accepting toward her.  I told her I had just read Brian McLaren’s new book “The Girl with the Dove Tattoo” and said it was about four guys running through the street with rocks and bottles crashing around them. They go into a bar and meet the girl with the dove tattoo.  It turns out they are Jesus, Moses, Mohammed and Siddhartha and they are running from their own follows who have turned violent.  I said the book was very thought provoking and could be downloaded from Amazon for three dollars.  She said she thought she would look into that.  I said I had to go and try to keep my own institution running and I left to drive to West Linn.  After I left my son tells me they had a discussion on religion and he shared with them how he saw things.  It was a strange day.

If you have tuned into the feelings of this strange day you will be where I think Jesus is when the Pharisees approach him.  He is feeling the poignancy, pain and potential of the world and they want to test him on some aspect of divorce law.  The mismatch can irritate because it feels so irrelevant to what’s real and what’s important.  “Jesus answers them, ‘What did Moses command you?’”  They answer, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.”  She burns the eggs, all you have to do is write out a piece of paper and she is history.  This is only true for the men, of course.  
I sense Jesus’ irritation in his response.  “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you.”  Moses put that law in because you don’t know how to be in relationship without hurting each other.  You don’t know how to be tender and aware of your common humanity, vulnerability and need for reconciliation.  You are running around with a hard heart thinking you are right and the other wrong and because you think this way you ask shallow questions like this and look for loopholes to justify yourselves.  But that is not how God intended it.  God didn’t want brokenness and division, rivalry and strife, and differences that divide and polarize.  God wanted “one flesh,” unity, harmony, working together as fellow creatures in union with your creator.  “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.”  This kind of unity is how God wanted it.  We know Jesus has come among us to bring us back to that but it is a long road.
The Pharisees quote from Deuteronomy, a later portion of their bible, but Jesus quotes Genesis.  The Bible is not a flat document with all parts of equal value.  Some parts of the Bible have way more truth than other parts and Jesus, aware of this, hooks into one of the heaviest parts of the Bible.  He uses this thicker part, in terms of depth of meaning, to critique and dismiss a thinner part added later to accommodate human hardness of heart.  For Jesus Genesis trumps Deuteronomy. 

Having quoted Genesis, Jesus concludes with his own statement.  “So they are no longer two, but one flesh.  Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.”  When God created humanity did he mean for us to be separate and hostile toward each other?  Did he want us to form our identity by being over-against each other?  Did he want us tearing each other up like some sadly dysfunctional couple in an Arthur Miller play?   No, he wanted us to work together and enjoy each others differences rather than see our differences as contentious.  The creator created us nicely different but we have used our differences as points of leverage in an attempt to falsely elevate ourselves.  When we do this it hardens our hearts for it separates some at the expense of others.  But God’s intention is that no one be separate.  
I think Jesus’ application is much wider than marriage and therefore appropriate for this World Day of Communion.  On this World Day of Communion we take into ourselves God’s totally open and welcoming coming toward us in the bread and the wine.  It is the supreme evidence that he has not hardened his heart no matter how contentious we are toward each other.     
All of this goes over the disciple’s heads so when they get to the privacy of a house they ask him for clarification.  He never does clarify but instead responds to them at an entirely different level.  This time he tells them “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her, and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.”  The surprise here is the same ethic applies to both genders.  Jesus assumes they are equal.  Both can suffer from hardness of heart.  How earth shattering is that?  You finally get a straight answer out of him and you discover there are no upper level people and lower level people.  There are just people.  Externals, even physical differences, don’t matter.  
Hardness of heart is a wide ranging condition and soon we see it again. “People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them.”  The disciples see the children as in a different, lesser category than themselves and use that difference to leverage themselves upward. Jesus is indignant! He tells 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.”    
Children cannot leverage themselves up by pivoting off someone lower then them.  They already are at the bottom.  But it is the ones at the bottom that Jesus cares most about—even us when we are there.   He wants his followers to build community by caring for those who are powerless and vulnerable.  He wants what is least, lowest, most tender and vulnerable to be the center of the community.  He tells his disciples that they too will have to acknowledge their own powerlessness and vulnerability if they want to participate in what he is bringing to this earth.  Then he picks the children up in his arms, lays his hands on them, and blesses them.  When he blesses them the usual world with it’s hierarchy of power turns upside down.  It is a strange day but my heart feels human at last.  Amen. 
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