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Last Sunday we celebrated St. Michael and all Angels, casting our eyes and hearts to the heavenly 

realms. This morning we come right back into the very middle of human life and we receive a scripture 

story that is often considered one of ‘the hard ones’.  Before we delve into our gospel passage this 

morning it’s really good to pause and listen to your gut reaction to hard passages. How are you feeling? 

Defensive? Curious? Not sure? Our gut response to hard passages of scripture often tells us a great deal 

about what we think scripture is, sometimes quite a lot about our own understanding of who God is, and 

often has a correlation with how we approach other people whose thinking we may find particularly 

difficult. So a good spiritual practice is being aware of our inner state as we listen to scripture together 

so that hard passages don’t produce hard hearts within us. 

 

It was common in Jesus’ day for Rabbis to engage one another in public debate.  The word for ‘test’ and 

‘temptation’ are the same in Greek, so the Pharisees come with the intention to test or tempt Jesus, to 

catch him up, and discredit him in front of the crowd.  We note they are in the Judean area of the Jordan 

where John was apprehended and beheaded after criticizing Herod for marrying his brother’s wife. So 

they ask Jesus if divorce lawful hoping he will get caught between theological and political 

ramifications. It’s worth pausing here to say that marriage in the first century was very different from 

our understanding of marriage in the church today: it was “a social arrangement encouraged and 

protected by God; it was not a ‘religious’ act in itself ”1. So in order for us to listen to scripture we need 

to hold our own modern understandings of marriage, gender equality and gender itself off to the side for 

a moment and not read them into the text. Reading our modern or personal experience into an ancient 

text is called eisegesis, from the Greek eis meaning “into”. 

The book of Deuteronomy makes a clear provision for divorce (24:1-4) yet Jesus desires to widen the 

scope of the question so that how we relate to one another is not simply based on what is permissible but 

on what is possible. So instead of basing the answer in Deuteronomy, Jesus offers Genesis essentially 

saying that this discussion needs to be about something at the very core of our nature, about what it 

means to be humans created in the image of God, to be under the Kingship of God not of Herod. 

Divorce is only lawful in Torah because of our “hardness of heart” and hardness of heart is not God’s 

hope for creation. The prophet Ezekiel saw and named God’s hope and promise as this:  

 A new heart I will give you and a new spirit I will put within you; I will remove 

from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit 

in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. Then 

you will live in the land I gave to your ancestors; you will be my people, and I will 

be your God.2   

 

This heart of flesh is one wherein the ways of God easily rest, this heart of flesh is what will make Israel 

God’s people. This is God’s call and God’s promise: a people of God’s own, born of new hearts, a light 

                                                           
1 Satlow, Michael. “Marriage and Divorce” in The Jewish Annotated New Testament. Oxford University Press 2017. 
2 36:26-28 



to the nations.  

 

Who knows what the crowd thought of Jesus’ reply but even the disciples struggled to step beyond the 

paradigm of the original question and they kept asking Jesus for clarity when they got back to the house. 

The gospel of Matthew, and some other translations of Mark3, understand Jesus’ words to his disciples 

as saying that remarriage after an improper divorce (ie: for the wrong reasons or not following proper 

procedure) is what is considered adultery. Divorcing for the wrong reasons, or without due process, we 

can assume is another example of this hardness of heart.  

Mark immediately follows this discussion about what governs our relationships with the story of the 

disciples acting hardheartedly towards the children brought to Jesus. This is the only time in the gospel 

when Mark uses the word “indignant” and so we can imagine the strength of Jesus’ reaction. The 

disciples had completely missed the point! Again Jesus points to children and blesses them as an 

example of receiving God’s Kingdom. It is to the open hearts, the child-like hearts, the new hearts, to 

hearts full of trust, that the kingdom of God belongs. 

Christians understand the prophecy of Ezekiel to be fulfilled in the person of Jesus whose death and 

resurrection inaugurates a new creation and whose very own Spirit is poured into our hearts. A new 

creation, a new heart, indeed Christ’s own heart within us. The work of allowing the heart of the Divine 

to grow within us is core to what it means to be human, to being created in the image of God and living 

under the reign of Christ not of earthly leaders. This is what ‘growing into the full stature of Christ’, as 

we say in our baptism, is all about. We look to Christ’s own heart to see the possible. We need Christ’s 

own heart to live his new commandment to us: “Love one another as I have loved you”. And we need 

the truth, honesty and courage to name it when relationships of any kind no longer have the heart of 

Christ in them. Our Anglican Church of Canada formally permitted divorce and remarriage in 1965.  

So what does it mean to you to have the heart of Christ or, we could say, to have a Kingdom heart? 

I invite you to take some time this week meditating on what Christ’s heart is like: can you sense the kind 

of heart Christ having bared sin and death for us on the cross? Where in yourself or others have you seen 

the heart of Christ? 

 

The National day for Truth and Reconciliation was Thursday and we now have 364 days this year to live 

into the truth we are learning and to work towards healing as a country. May we have the courage to 

name the relationships, both past and present, that do not have Christ’s heart at their center. May we 

resist the temptation to allow only what is permissible, particularly in the colonial paradigm,  to shape 

our understanding of how we live together as a human family.  May the possible, the new creation in 

Christ, indeed the very heart of Christ, be the light to our path and our definition of reconciliation. May 

we choose the heart of Christ in risk, in love and in sacrifice so that we might not only be ‘a little lower 

than the angels’ but indeed co-creators with Christ in world born of new hearts. 

 

Amen. 

 

                                                           
3 See the First Nations Version. 


