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	This week’s lectionary reading from the Gospel according to Mark on divorce and marriage is one I did not want to preach on. Who wants to hear about divorce on a Saturday afternoon? And yet, who hasn’t known or been touched by divorce in their life? What and how we speak about divorce, how we teach and include everyone with love by surrounding individuals, families and communities during and after divorce matters. In this church, we choose love and acceptance. At West Parish, whether you are single or partnered, married or divorced, remarried or widowed, everyone belongs and is fully and completely loved and accepted. 
	A few years ago, I sat down with an old friend who shared a story with me that had been burdening her for years. As a middle school student, her parents started going through some marital difficulties and they did not want anyone to know what was going on. The family belonged to a very conservative Christian church and divorce was not acceptable. As a thirteen-year-old kid, she was supposed to hide all the things that were going on in her home from the neighbors, her teachers, the church, everyone. This pressure led to such a deep feeling of shame that separated her from her friends and peers. Holding onto this as a secret shame damaged her and her parents.
	Brene Brown, a renowned sociologist who has studied shame and vulnerability for years defines, “shame as the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging—something we’ve experienced, done, or failed to do makes us unworthy of connection.
I don’t believe shame is helpful or productive. In fact, I think shame is much more likely to be the source of destructive, hurtful behavior than the solution or cure.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://brenebrown.com/articles/2013/01/15/shame-v-guilt/#:~:text=I%20define%20shame%20as%20the,shame%20is%20helpful%20or%20productive.
] 

	Too often when people are going through divorce, they feel shame. And yet, shame is not helpful. Brene Brown writes, “When you walk up to that arena and you put your hand on the door and you think I’m going in and I’m going to try this, shame is the gremlin who says, ‘uh, uh, you’re not good enough, you never finished that MBA, your wife left you…shame is that thing…Shame is not guilt.  Shame is a focus on self, guilt is a focus on behavior…Secrecy, silence and judgement – the 3 ingredients to allow shame to grow.  But douse it with empathy and it cannot survive.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.thedivorcemagazine.co.uk/brene-brown/
] 

	Dousing shame with empathy is exactly what Jesus was doing in today’s reading from the Gospel according to Mark. It’s important that we remember that Jesus was speaking in a context and time over 2,000 years from where we are today. I believe Jesus has evolved a lot in his thinking about love and marriage and divorce in the ensuing years. And it is critical to remember that the two most important commandments Jesus gave us is to “love God and to love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  All the things that we need to do come from there as they are held together by love.
	When the Pharisees came to Jesus to ask him about divorce, they were trying to trap him into exposing that he was a heretic. They were already planning his death. Divorce at that time, was not only a dissolution of a relationship between two people, but it was also a power to limit one party in the relationship.  At that time women had no power in marriage to receive a divorce. Men held all the power, authority and could dictate all the terms of the marriage or divorce. If a man wanted a divorce, the woman was left dependent on the mercy of her male relatives to protect her, or she could be left without any protection and face extreme poverty and shame.  Jesus’ radical support of women in this passage assumes men and women have equal agency and ability to seek a divorce. 
	For Jesus, it is important to focus on softening our hardness of heart. Jesus longed for people to become one flesh and a new unity through the blessing of marriage. And yet, he recognized that marriages end.  Jesus named women as agents of power thus subverting the patriarchal and exploitive structure of marriage. 
	Here at West Parish, we support and lift, and endeavor to surround with love everyone who is married or divorced, single or widowed, as well as remarried. There is no shame to be found in divorce. It is our responsibility in this church community to meet everyone where they are at in their lives and love and support them. 
	Jesus calls us to center women, to center children, we are called to center the vulnerable. We at West Parish lift and encourage all who enter marriage who are LGBTQ or straight, we work to nurture relationships, and we always offer full sacraments of baptism, communion to anyone whether married or divorced. Shame has no place here. Everyone whether single, married, divorced or remarried is fully and completely welcomed and loved. This is who we are called to be: a community built of love. A community where no one shall find themselves outside the steadfast love of God who created us and has loved us from the moment we were born until our last breath.  We shall sing of God’s love for as long as we live. 
	Immediately after speaking about divorce, Jesus centers children again saying, “Don’t push these children away. Don’t ever get between them and me. These children ae at the very center of life in the kingdom. Mark this: Unless you accept God’s kingdom in the simplicity of a child, you’ll never get in.” Then, gathering up the children in his arms, he laid his hands of blessing on them.” (Mark 10:14-16)

	When Jesus asks, “To whom does the kingdom belong?” We know that it is the children, women, the most vulnerable. Let us find ways to heal brokenness. Restore humanity. And always live in a way where we sing and live in the love of God where no one is outside of the blessing and welcome that Jesus provides. Amen.
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