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Title:  Who Belongs? 
Focus:  In a passage that has ironically contributed to the pain and isolation that many  

divorced people have experienced, Jesus demonstrates concern for protecting 
the vulnerable, who include women and children.  
The sermon title is meant to suggest that God intends for all of us to be in 
meaningful human relationships (not necessarily marriage) and that caring for the 
most vulnerable is part of the Kingdom of God.  

 

Mark 10:2-16 
2Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his 
wife?” 3He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” 4They said, “Moses 
allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.” 5But Jesus said to 
them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you. 6But 
from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’ 7‘For this reason a 
man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 8and the two shall 
become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9Therefore what God has 
joined together, let no one separate.” 

10Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11He said to them, 
“Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; 12and if 
she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.” 

13People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the 
disciples spoke sternly to them. 14But 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. 15Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.” 16And he took them up in his arms, 
laid his hands on them, and blessed them. 

The Pain of Loss by Divorce 

Divorce is a painful loss that impacts many people. It is a loss. It is painful. 
Divorce is widespread and has touched many people. The pain from divorce of course 
radiates beyond the immediate couple, to children, and to those within the surrounding 
community.  

Here is one woman’s reflection on her own loss when she experienced divorce 
and how people responded to her. She calls her story “The Casserole Rules.”1 Her story 
and its details are, of course, hers, but her story reflects social customs to which we can 
probably all relate. 

 
1 Jill English, “The Casserole Rules,” posted at Red Tent Living: reframing femininity. September 13, 
2019. https://redtentliving.com/2019/09/13/the-casserole-rules/ 

https://redtentliving.com/2019/09/13/the-casserole-rules/


2 

 

When my husband of 27 years suddenly and unexpectedly left, it was weeks 
before my large-church-pastors noticed I was missing from Sunday morning 
services.  And even weeks more before someone called to check in. 

I can’t blame them. I didn’t reach out. I was busy. I was inhaling and exhaling, 
managing shame, scrounging for hope, paying bills, and depositing what little 
emotional reserves I had to care for my devastated daughters, reeling family 
members, and befuddled friends.  

There were so many things I didn’t know about how to go through an 
unexpected divorce. There is no YouTube video, no manual, no to-do list for 
how to do it well. Yet, the one thing I did learn is that you won’t get a casserole 
from church when you’re in the middle of burying a marriage. 

I realized this after the fact. A year after my husband left and before the divorce 
was final, my dear church friend lost her husband to a sudden heart attack. 

Here is the thing I learned when [my friend’s husband] Joe died that I hadn’t 
even thought about when my husband dropped off the face of the earth. There 
are dozens of casseroles in the church freezer. 

When Joe died, the church stepped up big for Sue. She had meals for months 
while she figured out how to manage the house and budget by herself. She had 
lawn boys, free electricians, and pro bono mechanics when her cars broke 
down.  She received hundreds of cards from church friends – we watched them 
overflow her mailbox. Women came to clean her house. Strangers did her 
laundry and folded her towels.  And not one person asked what she could have 
done differently to avoid Joe’s death or suggested that things would get better 
because some new man would snatch her up in a second. 

I am so glad. I love her and am grateful for each person who stepped in to meet 
her in her grief and need. One time, she gave me an extra casserole because 
her freezer was full. It was really tasty and I ate it for days after we wryly talked 
together about the differences in our experiences of the death of a marriage. 
We both acknowledged the casserole rules.  The church didn’t give divorce 
casseroles – except for the one she gave me. 

The very next summer, I was diagnosed with breast cancer.  I learned that you 
do get casseroles for breast cancer.  Elders visit, people pray, your name gets 
mentioned from the pulpit. People call, email, and send cards. They rake your 
leaves. 

To be clear, this isn’t about a church, it’s about the Church. My church tried in 
the best way they knew how. I don’t blame them for any inconsistencies. I had 
never noticed them before either.  
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To plainly state what I expect you picked up on, providing a casserole is a 
symbol. It’s a physical sign of tangible support when someone in your circle, your 
community, has experienced a loss. A casserole doesn’t “make it all better,” but it 
acknowledges one’s loss, offers a direct expression of support that reflects care and 
time and energy, and signals a willingness to talk or to connect in the future. It opens 
the door to conversation. It addresses the isolation that people are prone to feel when 
they experience a painful loss.  

Without blame, but with wistful regret, she describes how “The Casserole Rules,” 
which are unwritten “rules” about how people behave and what losses get 
acknowledged, end up validating some types of losses and passing over others. 

• Death of a spouse gets a casserole—or many, as in the case of her friend. 

• Death of a marriage, which is one way she describes her divorce, does not get a 
casserole. 

• Breast cancer, she later experienced, does get a casserole. 

Her point (or at least part of her message) is that we can unknowingly contribute 
to the loss and pain that people experience with a painful loss like divorce when we in 
the broader community fail to acknowledge that loss. In the way that she tells her story, 
she doesn’t really blame anyone for that, but those behavioral habits are there. That’s 
what happens. Divorce doesn’t get a casserole.  

Jesus and Divorce—Does it get a casserole? 

Again, she doesn’t seem to directly blame people, but her point remains that we 
exacerbate or make a painful loss more painful when we fail to acknowledge that loss. 
The person, already hurting, feels even more separation or isolation.  

At least upon a first reading of the passage from Mark, Jesus seems to be doing 
what we just described as making a loss worse. His comments seem to be making the 
pain of divorce more painful by blaming the person who has experienced it. 

Jesus’ declaration, “9Therefore what God has joined together, let no one 

separate” sounds like a complete prohibition of divorce, which can have the effect of 
making a painful marriage even more painful or laden with guilt and shame.  

As another commentator noted how this passage has been used in the Church or 
by some church traditions, 

“For many Christians, particularly women, the way this text has informed their 
respective theological traditions has meant that they have felt forced to stay in 
abusive relationships. . .”2  

 
2 Luis Menéndez-Antuña in the Working Preacher commentary on Mark for October 3, 2021. 

https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-27-2/commentary-

on-mark-102-16-5. 
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Divorce and laws and customs concerning it were complex in Jesus’ time as well 
as our own and we need to be careful that our first impressions of the passage aren’t 
our only impressions or our final conclusion. We need to check a little more closely what 
Jesus is saying as framed by his cultural context.  

The Pharisees Test Jesus 

 One thing to notice is that this conversation isn’t an intentional teaching about 
divorce initiated by Jesus. He didn’t start this conversation to lay out his thoughts about 
marriage and divorce.  

 Here’s how Mark introduces the exchange: “Some Pharisees came and to test 
[Jesus], said ‘Is it lawful…’”  

 Though the introduction is brief, and we may pass over it quickly, Mark basically 
says that this conversation isn’t primarily about love, marriage, and divorce. It’s a test.  

And it’s not even a test about divorce, but about the law. There were different 
schools of thought about the legality of divorce. Not so much about whether 
divorce was legal – because everyone agreed upon that – but rather under what 
circumstances. And with this question or test, the Pharisees are trying to pin Jesus 
down, trying to label him, and perhaps entrap him so that they know better how to deal 
with him.3 

They’re trying to box Jesus in and he’s too wise to get caught by them. He 
deflects their question about the law and shifts the focus for God’s design for 
humankind. Drawing from Genesis 1 and 2, Jesus suggests that it’s God’s intention that 
our relationships are more that legal matters but help us to have and share more 
abundant life. God has designed us or God intends for us to be in relationship (not 
necessarily marriage relationships, but at least bound in community.) The phrase "What 
God has joined together, let no one separate" isn't so much a prohibition against all 
divorce, but an expression of God's intention that we are created to be in relationship--to 
be together.  

Cultural Definitions of Marriage and Jesus’ Concern for the 
Vulnerable 

 I mentioned earlier the complexity of customs around marriage—in Jesus’ world 
and our own time. Let’s take a closer look there.  

Marriage in the ancient world, at least among the vast majority of social strata, 
was primarily a means of ensuring families’ economic stability and social privileges (by 
creating both offspring and inter-family alliances). Marriages were not based on love 
between two persons but on property, status, and honor considerations between two 
families. On top of that, the ancient world was patriarchal, and wives were regarded as 

 
3 Summarized from commentary by David Lose. “Communities of the Broken and Blessed” 
Reflection on Mark 10:2-16 posted Sept. 28, 2015 at In the Meantime 
https://www.davidlose.net/2015/09/pentecost-19-b-communities-of-the-broken-and-blessed/ 
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the property of their husbands. Among Jews, technically only the husband could divorce 
his wife. (This is the working assumption in Mark 10:2-9.) In Roman society, a wife 
could divorce her husband. (This possibility is included in the follow-up in 10:10-12.) 

And so, when the Pharisees asked Jesus about divorce and were seeking to trap 
him, the perspective from which they were asking was a man’s perspective, something 
like, “Is it all right for a man to divorce his wife for any reason?” Or, more bluntly, “Is it 
okay for men to do whatever we want?” 

When Jesus points them back to the Genesis account about God’s intention for 
people to be in relationship with one another and be bound to one another, I think Jesus 
intended to provide some protection for women in their culture in his teaching about 
divorce. 

• Something like "High-power/status men shouldn't divorce low-
status/vulnerable  women for any reason they feel like." 

• Jesus is protecting the vulnerable.  

And this understanding or interpretation of Jesus protecting the vulnerable in his 
comments on the meaning of marriage is supported by the surrounding context. The 
surrounding stories in Mark help us identify a theme that would help us hear the good 
news in this passage which, as we’ve said, largely seems to be absent from this 
passage when we first read it. Concern for those who are vulnerable (and providing 
care or protection for them) is a theme in this passage and in verses 13-16 in the 
welcoming of children.  

Concern for the vulnerable is also in the passage going back 2 weeks in Mark 
9:33-37 to Jesus putting a little child in the midst of the disciples after they had been 
squabbling about who was the greatest. The theme of that passage is something like 
Greatness is not about jockeying for social status, it’s about doing something for 
someone simply as a kindness rather than in expectation of something in return. 
Because children had low status and no rights and no wealth, they could not have 
conferred a favor or status. Acts of kindness toward them would be offered only as an 
act of kindness—not to gain favor.  

 

Closing 

 A seminary preaching professor writing on this passage mentioned her parents 
divorced after 27 years of marriage. She said that she couldn’t write on this passage 
without acknowledging how she herself has been touched by divorce.  

 In that vein, I’ll simply briefly mention that my parents separated when I was in 
high school, resumed living together for a time, and then divorced when I was in 
college. The professor’s acknowledgement or my own are another way of underscoring 
what I said at the beginning, that divorce is a painful reality or a painful loss that has 
affected many. And also that this passage has been used in ways that further isolate 
those who are bearing the pain of loss. 
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 What’s the good news of this passage?  

• It challenges us to view marriage in a way shaped by Jesus’ description as 
something that transcends contractual obligations and economic utility. Marriage 
is more than a contract of convenience to be casually formed and casually 
broken. 

• Jesus speaks and acts in ways to protect the vulnerable.  

• Maybe even more significantly, he says that it is to these—the most vulnerable, 
who here include children and women—that the Kingdom of God belongs. God 
intends to reach out to and include and protect the most vulnerable. Thanks be to 
God.  

 


