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A five-year-old girl returned home from kindergarten one day, only to drop a bombshell on her parents.  “Mom and Dad,” she asked, “where did I come from?”

Needless to say, the little girl’s parents were caught off guard.  They thought they had a few years before they had to get into this with their daughter.  How do you talk about the birds and the bees with a five-year-old, they wondered?  Were kids already talking about these things on the playground in Kindergarten?

So, the parents made an excuse to put the little girl off for a few minutes, while they huddled and strategized about how best to answer.  Finally, they made a couple of simple pencil drawings, trying to sketch out something, without being too graphic, that would show their little girl where she came from.  Then, taking a deep breath and vowing to support each other, they sat down with their daughter and told her everything, using their drawings to help her understand better.

And at the end of it all, the little girl was a bit stunned, and all she could say, “Well, …my friend Sarah told me at school today that she came from Arkansas.”

Sometimes, understanding the context of a question is everything.  And if we’re going to understand this morning’s Gospel lesson with Jesus’ sharp words about divorce, we have to pay special attention to the context.  Because this just doesn’t sound like Jesus.  Jesus was normally so accepting.  Even when a woman was caught in the act of adultery, he silenced an angry mob by saying, “Whoever is without sin throw the first stone.” The mob dispersed, and he made it clear he did not condemn her. But here, Jesus doesn’t sound like himself. It’s almost as if the people questioning him have gotten on Jesus’ last nerve.

So, we probably need to pay attention to the context of Jesus’ sharp words.

And when we do, we notice the motive of the people who question Jesus about divorce:  “They came to test him,” the Gospel says. In other words, the people who are quizzing Jesus are being deceitful and disingenuous. They are using one of life’s most painful human experiences not to learn from Jesus about how they can be more loving and kind when they see people in pain over divorce; instead, they are using the painful tragedy of divorce as a way to trap Jesus, to catch him in some compromising statement that they can take out of context and post on social media as proof that Jesus is a fraud.

It would be one thing, if they had approached Jesus because they were concerned about a family member or a friend, ... if they had been concerned about a couple whose marriage was under great stress, the husband and wife in pain and their children suffering.

We can imagine such a scene: “Rabbi, we are deeply concerned about our friends whose marriage is in trouble. They are both great people; they love each other; they’ve done all they can do to preserve their marriage, but it just isn’t working.  And now, Jesus, they’re making themselves sick.  Neither of them wants to do anything that would hurt the other, and they certainly want to do God’s will.  

“But as you know, Jesus, the Biblical passages on divorce and remarriage, can be confusing.  So we’re here because we love these friends of ours and we aren’t sure how we can be helpful.  Would you talk with us, please?”

I hope we can imagine such an encounter with Jesus.  Because when we approach God in such a spirit of love, and with such sincerity of heart, ... when we approach God in this way, we will not be disappointed.  Seek, and you will find; ask, and it will be given to you; knock, and the door will be opened.  When we seek and ask and knock out of genuine love and concern for one another, ...the Lord will provide.

But sadly, that is not at all what the Pharisees are up to in this morning’s Gospel lesson.  They do not approach Jesus out of loving concern for someone who needs their help; they are only using a painful human experience in order to trap Jesus. 

And that’s what I mean when I say that sometimes, context is everything.  Because I’m convinced that Jesus never meant for his sharp words about divorce to be taken literally, just as I’m sure Jesus never meant that we should literally pluck out our eyes or cut off our hands or feet if they offend us.  Instead, I think Jesus was tired of Biblical literalists who were not considering the pain of divorce. They were using the Bible as a weapon, instead of as a guide to love.  Maybe Jesus was giving them a dose of their own literalism.

We can’t know for sure what was going through Jesus’ mind that day when he spoke so sharply about divorce.  But here’s one thing I do know.

I know from personal experience what a child feels like when he knows on the one hand that his parents need to separate, how things will be better if his parents get divorced.... But at the same time, that same child knows deep down that things are also going to be so much worse if his parents get divorced.  The child knows how unbearable it will be to wake up in the morning every day and realize that one of his parents doesn’t live there anymore.  It can tear a child in two.  It needs to happen, it’s the best thing – the child can’t bear the arguing anymore.  They’ll be happier if they divorce.  But it also feels like the end of the world, it’s the worst thing.

It’s the best thing, and it’s the worst thing, at the same time.  It’s right, and it’s wrong. Biblical literalism is no match for this situation.

I also know from my role as a parish priest, from talking with countless adults who are divorcing, that often they feel the same way. It’s right and it’s wrong at the same time. No one wants to go through with something so painful, but sometimes it seems like the only way.

In other words, children and adults alike know a deep pain when they are living through a divorce.  And that was Jesus’ focus.  When you talk about someone divorcing, it is almost sacrilegious to ask technical questions of right or wrong.  Instead, our role is to care for people in their pain. Two have become one flesh.  And now that one flesh is being torn in two.  As a husband once said to me late one night just after his wife told him she was divorcing him, he said, “I can’t explain it, but I don’t know how this can happen.  It feels like we’re talking about taking off my arms or my legs.”

That’s what I think Jesus’ sharp words about divorce are all about.  He didn’t have any interest in arguing with adults about who was right or wrong in one of life’s most tragic situations.  He simply wanted us to forgive and love each other better when it happened, because it would always be painful.  But he wanted us to know about resurrection, too.

The disciples wanted to talk about this some more, but I think by then Jesus was worn out by it all.  Because that’s when we hear that some mothers had been trying to bring their little children to him. And notice THEIR motivation: the Gospel says, they “were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them.” They just wanted Jesus to love and bless these little children.  When you approach someone like that, with such a tender and loving motivation, you know the result is going to be beautiful, powerful.  

And that’s when Jesus told the arguing adults he’d had enough: “I didn’t come to debate the Bible or the creed, I came to love. Let the children come to me.  They know about love and have no interest in debates like this. Let them come to me. The Kingdom of God belongs to them.” And he took them in his arms and blessed them. This is where Jesus shows us what that truly matters in our lives.  As I often say to couples, whether they are divorcing or staying married, “Your purpose is to outdo one another in showing kindness.”

I see people stressed all the time about the ugliness in our society, where adults can be so callous and conniving.  And I think that’s what is going on at the first of this Gospel lesson – people trying to trap Jesus. They ask a hard-hearted question about one of life’s most painful experiences, and Jesus throws their literalism back at them. But at the end of the lesson, Jesus leaves the adult intrigue and power plays, so he can take into his arms what really matters.  

And he invites you to do the same.  Let it go.  When people want to ask you what you REALLY believe, if you really believe in the literal truth of the bible or the creed, let it go, and walk away. Understand the context, what’s really going on, and just walk away from the destructive games people play.  Because time is short, and there are people all around us who only want your blessing, your kindness, your smile, your touch.  …  Bless them.

Sarah at school said she came from Arkansas. Jesus just wants you to remember that you came from Love. You were made by Love; you were made in the image and likeness of Love; you were made to love. It’s who you are, it’s your purpose: Bless, love, and forgive.
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