
A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

20th Sunday after Pentecost; October 7th, 2018 

Mark 10:2-16 

“The Meaning of Life?” 

~~~~~~~~ 

One could hope for a different passage of Scripture after a week 

like we have had in this nation.  Maybe Jesus calming the 

storm?  Maybe Jesus curing the blind?  Maybe Jesus entrusting 

his resurrection message with a woman?  Any of these would 

have been more comforting, but what we have today is Jesus 

speaking on divorce, and his words are hard, challenging.   

 

Two things to say by way of introduction...   

1) Jesus was speaking to the culture of his day; so, when talking 

about marriage he speaks of a man and a woman.  There is 

nothing in this passage that precludes same gender marriage.  

This passage is no more limiting on the form of marriage than is 

David having eight wives prescriptive that marriage should be 

polygamous.  Jesus was speaking to the culture of his day when 

he spoke of marriage and divorce using man and woman 

language. 

 

2)If we pull back and look at this passage of Scripture from a 

broad perspective, the teaching here is most fundamentally 

about our relationships and what makes them work or fail.  

That is the way I will enter into these words from Jesus. 

 

And I think the focus on relationships is relevant to the week we 

have all been through.  We are living in an age of the politics of 

disdain and dismissal.  Something has to give; the cycle has to 
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be broken.  Our tribalism has reached into every corner of our 

social contract and shredded the norms that allow us to have 

differing opinions but recognize our common bond as citizens.  

We think of one another with a corrosive disdain that allows us 

to throw away relationships and opinions that do not re-enforce 

our desires and world view.  Something has to give; the cycle 

has to be broken.   

 

I think the breaking of the cycle will begin with seeing one 

another as the family of God.  It begins with women and men 

being treated equally.  It begins with finding in our hearts and 

minds the ability to be respectful and embracing of women and 

men but mostly women with stories of broken-ness and 

oppression and sexual violence. We need to move from disdain 

and dismissive-ness to respect and embrace even those with 

whom we disagree and whose stories we are pained to hear. 

 

This emphasis on the importance of respectful relationships is 

the deep meaning of this passage from Mark where Jesus speaks 

about divorce.  Listen now for the word of God.   

~~~~~~~~   

 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 
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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.  

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

What are we to do with this passage of Scripture?  It seems so 

harsh.  In fact, the inclusion of the little children in Jesus’ arms 

portion of the reading has given many a preacher an out for 

dealing with the hardness of Jesus’ words about divorce.  It is 

troubling.  It strikes me and I’m sure many others as a 

departure from Jesus’ typical teachings about grace and 

forgiveness. 

 

The witness of Scripture is mixed on this matter of judgment 

and grace.  This passage seems heavy on judgment, but in other 

places Jesus gave voice to the depth of God’s grace for the 
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outcast and sinner.  Think, for example, of the woman caught in 

adultery about to be stoned... Jesus said “Let anyone among you 

who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her... Woman, 

where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She said, “No 

one, sir.”  And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go 

your way, and from now on do not sin again” (John 8:1-11).  Here 

Jesus the embodiment of compassion and mercy.   

 

(By the way, there’s an interesting little detail in that story.  

The religious authorities at the stoning – as in the story we just 

read from Mark – are testing Jesus to try to bring accusations 

against Jesus.  In the case of the woman caught in adultery they 

are asking Jesus if she should not be stoned since that is the law 

of Moses.  The detail often missed is that while they are 

questioning Jesus he bent down to the ground and was writing 

on the ground with his finger.  The Scripture does not tell us 

what he was writing, but one woman commentator on the 

passage suggests that Jesus was writing – “Where is the man?”)   

 

At any rate, that story of the woman caught in adultery is one of 

compassion and mercy and a relaxation of the rules; yet, here 

we have  – Whoever divorces his wife and marries another 

commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband 

and marries another, she commits adultery.  Jesus seems rather 

harsh and legalistic in this passage from Mark.  Jesus makes the 

law more stringent than Moses. What are we to do with it? 

~~~~~~~~ 

Here’s what I think... Jesus is the embodiment of God’s 

unbounded grace and he is the embodiment of God’s wisdom 

for an abundance of life.  Jesus came down hard in situations 
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where people were being treated in sub-human ways, where 

people were being discarded, where people were not being 

honored as children of God.  In the case before him, the case of 

divorce, Jesus was responding to a culture of marriage where it 

was too easy to throw away another person. 

 

Marriage is meant to lead to an abundance of life within a 

relationship of mutual respect and care.  I think it was true in 

Jesus’ day and remains true today that all too often marriage is 

used for power or status or cover and when such benefits cease 

the marriage partner becomes disposable. This mind-set fails to 

see that at the core of what makes for abiding meaning in life is 

loving relationships.  We are to honor one another in all our 

relationships, not only because it is the right thing to do but also 

because it is the path to fulness of life.  Each of us and every 

human being is a child of God and to be treated as such. 

~~~~~~~~ 

In the Prim home over the last several months it has been 

standardize test time. Fall in a young person’s senior year brings 

a lot of pressure to do as well as possible on the SAT and ACT 

so as to be able to attend the college you choose.  Bess and a 

few of her friends spent the night at our home before going to 

take the SAT back at the end of August.  At supper that night I 

felt a need to give a speech! (One of cost to Bess of having a 

preacher for a daddy!) It was directed at the three young women 

about to take the SAT.  I said:  

 Number One, you all have prepared.  You’ve taken the 

prep class. You’re going to get a good night’s rest. You’re going 

to get a good supper and we will fix you breakfast in the 

morning.  Your pencils are sharpened.  You have done what 
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you can do; so, relax and let your brain work.   

 Number Two: You are NOT a number.  If you make a 

perfect score that does not define you.  If you make the score 

you get when you sign your name that does not define you.  You 

are human beings whose worth is far more than any number on 

a test score.   

 To summarize, I said: You are prepared so relax.  You are 

not a number; you are beautiful human beings and we love you.  

Now eat your tacos.   

~~~~~~~~ 

We are human beings, not numbers, and God is mindful of us 

all. The psalmist asked and answered the question about who we 

are before God. The psalmist said:  

What are human beings that you should be mindful of them?  

mortals that your should seek them out? 

You have made them but little lower than the angels; 

you adorn them with glory and honor... 

God is mindful of us and will not discard us.  God honors us as 

beloved children of God.  God adorns us and all people with 

glory and honor. 

 

So, Jesus was teaching in a culture not unlike today where 

people were being thrown away, discarded, not treated with 

honor and glory, and his message is to be mindful of one 

another as God is mindful of us all.  

~~~~~~~~ 

I believe with all my heart that Jesus recognizes that we are 

sinners who fall short of the glory of God and extends to us 

forgiveness.  There is forgiveness and new life after divorce.  I 

have experienced it myself.  I trust that God continues to love 
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me as a sinner who has divorced and remarried.  I am not an 

adulterer in God’s mind; I am a beloved son upon whom God 

bestows honor and glory no matter my failings.  

 

God adorns us all with glory and honor  

even if we have fallen short in our relationships.   

God adorns us all with honor and glory  

and invites us all to recognize one another  

as fellow members of the household of God.   

We might be a divorced person,  

a judge on the Supreme Court,  

a 51 year old woman living  

with painful memories of sexual violence;   

we might be a woman giving birth  

in a cinder block clinic in Guatemala,  

we might be a member of the Republican tribe  

or the Democrat tribe,  

we might be a conservative or a progressive Christian,  

we might be gay, straight, bi-sexual, trans-gender  

or we might call ourselves something else,  

but all of us are members of the family of God  

and called to treat one another with honor and glory.   

We can speak our truths and call out injustice where we see it, 

but we do so while holding love in hearts for all people.  

 

~~~~~~~~ 

I heard this story from the minister of Fifth Avenue Presbyterian 

Church in New York City – he was preaching a revival at a 

Methodist Church in Montgomery, Alabama and I went with my 

mother (this was a long time ago, but the story stuck!).  The 
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preacher’s name was Dr. Maurice Boyd and he had been born 

and raised in Northern Ireland and listening to him was 

delightful – it really didn’t matter much what he said.  Anyway, 

he told this story – much will be lost because I do not have an 

Irish accent. No matter, the story takes place in Tennessee and 

my accent is closer than his to the folks in Tennessee.   

 A census taker knocks on the door of a small wood frame 

house in the mountains of Tennessee.  There’s wood smoke 

coming out of the chimney and a woman opens the door.   The 

census taker asked the woman – I need to know how about the 

people living here.  The woman says, “Well, there’s big sister 

Lizzy and there’s wee Willy and there’s grandma Leah and 

grandpa Jack... and there’s ....”  “No, no, no,”  said the 

census taker “I don’t need all their names, I need a number.” 

“Well,” the woman said, “in this house they don’t have a 

number, they just have names.”  

 

True in the house of God as well!   

~~~~~~~~  

One final story... 

Some of you who have been here a while will recognize the two 

names I’m about to call.  One was Glenn Schlaefer.  Glenn and 

Jan were social activists in this congregation.  Glenn had a 

bundle of energy for marching for various causes.  He had a 

brain that was frenetic and always a bit churned up about the 

state of the union and the world.  Glenn died several years ago 

and a few years after that his wife Jan died.  Both were a bit 

eccentric and both were beloved in this community of faith.  I 

loved them both and was honored to preach both their funerals 

even though they had moved to Atlanta.   



 9 

 

One day I witnessed an encounter.  Glenn stopped Jerry Jenkins 

in the isle.  Jerry lives in Alpharretta now with Joan, his wife.  

Jerry is a retired pastoral counselor and ordained Presbyterian 

minister.  Jerry was a Parish Associate here and he and Joan 

both were wonderful members and Jerry offered me much 

wisdom about my work.  Anyway, one Sunday Glenn, in his 

frenzied way, trapped Jerry in the isle.  Glenn had a question.... 

“Dr. Jenkins,” he said, “What is the meaning of life!  What’s it 

all about?  What’s the most important thing?”  (I heard this 

exchange and those were pretty much the words of Glenn – he 

was not asking about a small thing...like do you like the color of 

the carpet ... he wanted to know the meaning of life!)  Jerry, in 

all of his pastoral calm, said one simple word – “Relationships.”  

 ~~~~~~~~  

I think Jesus would agree.  So we don’t discard people.  We 

don’t disdain people.  We don’t dismiss people. We love and 

forgive and talk with and share and love and forgive and argue 

with and embrace and love and forgive and honor and glory.... 

and love and forgive..... 


