Till Death Do Us Part

& sevraon by Tad Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Chureh, Owxford, F'A on the 19th Sunday after
Pentecost, Ditober 2, 1988, Soripiure Lessons: Genesiz 2:18-24; Fzalm 128, Hebrews 1:1-4,
2:9-11; park 10:2-78,

iH THE HAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

Charles knelt down on the floor beside Claire and sobbed, "I'm sorry. |
lost control. 1t won't happen again.” He took her in his arms and they sat
together in sitence. Charles gently touched Claire where he'd hit her. It
was a5 if he helieved his touch could now undo the brutal blows he had
unleashed moments before. After a time Claire stocd up, not saying &
word, and went into the bathroom to wash away traces of the violence.
She dressed so her bruises wouldn't show. She hoped no one would notice.
Charles and Claire were in tirme for the Sunday morning worship service at
church.

In the deys that fallowed, Claire blsmed herself. She sssumed she was__

at fault, not he, that it was her fajlure as a wife and Christisn that A TR

prompted the ugly incident. During 18 years of marriege, Claire was
beaten by Charles hundreds of tirmes. She never told anyohe. Appearances
were Kept up at church. Only toward the end did she seek help. Claire w‘az
a strong supporter of traditichal values. She felt they were importsnt for
the family and society. She held & high wiew of marrisge. She also
believed that Jesus Christ can end does change lives.

But one day after a similar assault by her husband she went to her
pastor for help. She said she didn't believe in divarce, but her life was in

danger. The minister didn't understand. He told her she married for better

-~ or for worse, until death should part them. She should go horne and pray

and work it out and try not to upset her husband. He said that the biblical
tesching about divorce is clear and comes straight from the lips of Christ.

But there's samething disturbing sbout the pastor who, confronted by &
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voman who's been violently battered, or emotionally traumatized,
immediately starts flipping the pages of Scripture, quoting the biblical
texts on the subject of martiage and divorce. After sll, do we really need
chapter and verse to recognize the wrong, the horrendous evil, done to the
Wwarmnah'’y

Claire walked away from the pastor's home that night in deep anguish.
It was the last time she went to church for many years. After so many
beatings she decided not to go back to her husband again. She zought and
got & divarce. Through counseling she was able to begin life again. She got
a good job and began working for the first time outzide the home. She
began to feel she could make it an her own. She begsn to feel that she had
something valuable to offer society. At work she et a fnan who slso had

bepn divorced. His name was Jim. Tt ey began to talk at lunbh and durmq
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breaks, then they began tneeting after wark. They had so much in cnmmnn
Both of them were estranged from the church but they were believers. He
had & gentleness about him that she'd never befare experienced in & man.
Both had great fear and apprehension about getting invelved again with
somecne but with the counsel and support of friends they finally decided
on marriage.

Claire and Jirm wanted to begin their married 1ife together right and
this meant for them that they both wenled God to be at the center of their
marriage. Church had once been so impartant for both of therm until their
divarce and they wanted it to be important again. They decided to attend
neighbarhood church, Everything was going great until the pasior got up to
announce the Gospel lessan. 1t was Mark 10:2-16. "whoever divorces his
wife and marries another, commits adultery against her; and if she

divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.” The
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minister read the Lext without comiment and based his sermon on the
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epistie lesson. Claire snd damie remembered nothing else during th
of the worship service. They left church angered and hurt. They felt
betrayed by the church and by Jesus.

Monday marning the minister was going down the list of visitors from
Sunday's service and sav the names of Jim and Claire. He tried Lo visit
hewcamers to the worship service if able. So he stopped by on Monday
evening, without telephaning, hoping to find Jitm and Claire at home. He
found them very cocl and wondered what the problem could be. Finally he
asked, "ls there anything wrong? Did you find the congregation
unfriendiy?” Jamie took a deep breath and look down at the floor and
began to speak, "Pastor, it was the Gospel lesson gbout divorce and

aduneru My wife and | yere both married before. Both of us use to be
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active in the church until our divorce but after hearing that 1 dc:n t feall
could ever be active again.”

He went on. "1 know I've sinned. But | believe my sin was whet | got
married the first time. It was a foolish, irmmeature mistake. We were too
goung. ‘we didn't know what we were doing. 've asked God to forgive me
for making the mistake of getting married that first time and 'm not sorry
[ got divorced even though it was one of the most difficult times in my
life."

Then Jim turned and looked at his wife. "[ believe that this woman
sitting beside me is the one God intended e to marry all along but | was
blind and obstinate and | wasn't in God's will so | made a tragic mistake.”

Jim then looked into the eyes of the minister. | have friends who
didn't get married. They sirmply lived with their girl friends and drifted in

and out of many relationships. Later these people settled down and got

A



married swwithout hoving the stigmae of divorce. But | couldn't do that”

Up till this time the minister had said nothing. And now &1l he could
say was, "V'msorry. I'm sosorry. | didn't know." He regretted having read
the Gospel lesson without comment. He even regretted that it was in the
Bitle. Why didn't anybody ever come to Jesus and ask, "Rabbi, my husband
heats me. What should | do?" Or, "Eabbi, | gol married too young. | was
pregnant and we felt Tike we had Lo get married. But it's just not working.
hat should | da?”

Apparently Jesus didn't get asked these questions; at Teast we don't
read about thern in the gospels. One reason is because the dews had been
conditioned by their religious teachers to see that every last detail of life
was coverad by the law, so that you'd always know who was in the right

and who was in the wirond. Eiut no !aw cah compel us to dn what L;od
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The minister groped for wards and Tinally said, "Yesterday's Gospel
lesson izn't all that we know of Jesug’ attitude about divorce. There's also
a word af mercy and understanding. Remember when Jesus met the waman
at the well, s woman rmarried five times and living with still another
man? Or remember when a woman was brought to him caught in the very
act of adultery? Or remember the woman who washed the Teet of Jesus
with her tears? Jesus never condernned them. He never says, You wicked
persat. God iz asharned of you and so am 1 Instead, he speaks to their
loneliness, to their fear, to their desire to live a life that's happy and full
and pleasing to God. He offers thern forgiveness and new 1ife. And that's
rnercy.

He continued, “Divorce, from Jesus' perspective, is part of the

brokenness of human 1ife, it's part of the sadness and pain that haunts this



imperfect existence of ours. Jesus knows the pain, the hurt, and the
disappointment that divorce brings and offers us hope that Tife can be
wthole again. | think God's heart breaks for those who divorce, | think God
is thoroughly against it, in the way Jesus indicated God was. But who of
us is for it? who of us in marrying and trusting our lives to another would
ever do so if we knowingly did it thinking it would end in divorce? None of
us. And | suspect God understands that as well”

And then the pastor said, "I'm happy that gyou've found one another and

that you want God's best Tor your 1ife. There are many people Tike you in ) )
5oV Lo ket g beal ov u-"—{-i ko - k'r?-w “J oo 2]‘
our church. People who are divorced. Reepte-whe-arerefmacried. ﬁ%glh
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wonderful to see how God has—used these people to help and support
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couples like yourselves. Forgive me for reading that Gospel lesson without
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comment. And will you come again? 1'd Tike to introduce you to some
wonderful people who have stories similar to yours and | want you to see
how God is using them.”

Claire and Jim were in church the next Sunday. 1t was the beginning of

a new season of their lives with God and with God's peaple.

Let us pray : God of grace: you are always working to hold us tagether, to heal divigion, and make
love strong. Help men and wornen whose marriages break up to know that you are faithful. Restore
confidence , bring understanding, and sase the hurt of zeparation. If they marry others, instruct them in
A etter Tove, so that vows may be said and kept with new resolve ;) through Jesus Chiist our Lord,
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