4th October 2009  Gen. 2.18-24; Hebrews 2; Mark 10.2-16
Scripture isn’t half difficult at times. I don’t know your stories well enough, but I’m quite sure that back at All Saints, at least a couple of people are smarting right now, having heard this morning’s Gospel read.

There is a good deal of talk these days about relationships; relationships between individuals, relationships between groups and peoples, relationships between faiths and nations. The trouble is often there is only talk, recognition of the difficulties, regret for the failings and repetition of the dreams – but still those relationships remain strained and difficult.
Take a look at some examples for a moment. Let’s start with the Church; this week I spent a morning with the children of Year 5 at Moss Park School, answering their questions about the Christian way of life. “How many different sorts of Christians are there?” one began. In one way of course, there are as many different sorts of Christians as there are different individual Christians, for each of us varies slightly in our state of belief, our practice of worship, our idiosyncrasies and our priorities.

But really, what the children were puzzled about was the many denominations, Anglican, R.C. Methodist, Baptist, Congregationalist; almost on our own doorstep the Lutheran church, the Salvation Army, the Christian life Centre. And perhaps, the inevitable follow-up; Why are there so many different sorts???
Basically, because people are very good at dis-agreeing with one another. There are of course differences in our doctrines, which separate us into distinct camps; important differences which cannot just be ignored. Yet we are all Christians. Very soon, the matter of planning for the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity will be raised. In the past this was often a spur for members of the various Christian churches in an area to meet each evening for one week in a different church, for a different form of service, to appreciate and celebrate what unites us and to pray that we might find ways to overcome what divides us one from another.
I don’t know how things work here in Stretford. For the past decade or so, as people have become busier, it has become much more common for one church to be nominated to host one Unity service. Yet still we remain separated; perhaps the real problem is that we don’t really even think seriously about Christian Unity for fifty-one weeks of the year.
Individually, members of the several Anglican churches round about, of the two R.C. churches, of Sevenways Methodist and of various other Christian persuasions share good relationships, as brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ; yet it is sad that we so rarely meet in a relationship of prayer.
But actually, dispute and bickering in the church are nothing new; the disciples reportedly argued between themselves; Peter and Paul, although often connected as the two great Apostolic founders of the church, were never the best of friends; and many of the epistles were written to formative Christian communities to try to dispel quarrelsome diversions.
And equally, disagreement and distrust between Man and Woman are nothing new; in fact they have been going on almost from the beginning of time. According to Genesis, God made human beings, male and female to be companions together; indeed in the second of the two accounts of the Creation, the woman was made around a rib taken from the man, made to be a helper and a partner to him.
But it hardly took an instant for them to fall out, to blame each other for their joint disobedience and to distance themselves from the God who had made them in His pleasure. 

Some Pharisees came to test Jesus, ‘is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’

Perhaps the Pharisees were genuinely interested in Jesus’ response. The matter of divorce was one which increasingly troubled them. In Jewish Law, there was no need to involve the authorities, to seek judgement and wait for a decree absolute. The man had merely to make a declaration to the effect that he was divorcing his wife, and the matter was sorted. He did have to have just cause though; not just that she wasn’t a good cook, or that her hair, skin and shape no longer pleased him, or that she nagged him too much.
Bu, if he alleged adultery….

Moses allowed for a man to set aside his wife, although it didn’t work the other way. A wronged wife could not divorce her husband; the best she could hope for was that he would deign to divorce her.
Morality was, to say the least, lax in the Roman Empire. Infidelity, along with financial corruption and personal retribution were commonly accepted practices, spurred by the personal whims and satisfaction of whichever Emperor was in power. The Jewish authorities had to work hard to preserve order within their own society. 
Moses had made his pronouncement in the light of the context of his own time. The Pharisees could not dismiss the ancient Law of the Torah, but was it still valid in their own time? What did Jesus, the great Teacher think? Would he maintain the tradition or, as in some other matters, would practical consideration prevail?

Whether or not His opinion counted for anything with the Pharisees, either of these positions would set Jesus in opposition to one system of authority, the Jews or the Emperor. But there was an even greater authority.
From the beginning, 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.
In Jesus mind the question about divorce was no question. What God had joined together was inseparable. Two thousand years later, the same matter is still being raised. The Church took a very long time to accept the possibility of the dissolution of a marriage and then some more time and a great deal of soul-searching to accept the possibility of a divorced person being allowed to re-marry. This passage has often been quoted, and is still upheld by some; many have been deeply hurt; perhaps some of you too have suffered, either the rejection of abandonment or the rejection of the Church’s acceptance of your marriage.
What God has joined together, let no one separate, yet so clearly, sadly the two don’t always become one. Why? Because, as I told those children in class, people are very good at dis-agreeing with one another. Moses permitted divorce as a compromise to the desired state, because of the hardness of human hearts. Our collective position is not very different. 
The quest for Christian Unity, for Christ’s desired union in the love of the Father, has eluded both human Creation and the Church from their very beginnings. It’s painful to admit it, but perhaps the real problem is not with the relationships between ourselves. 
Today I ask you, as I asked a couple coming to talk this week about their baby’s Baptism here next Sunday, and as I ask every couple preparing for their child’s Baptism, to think about one question. 
What is your relationship with God? It’s not a question which I need to be answered; whatever answer anyone might give me is irrelevant, although I am always willing to talk to anyone wrestling with the question; but it’s a question we should all examine for ourself continually.

God longs for the relationship with every one of His children to be an intensely personal one. Whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it, says Jesus. Not an endorsement of universal paedo-Baptism, but a recommendation of the clear, simple, unconditional directness of a child’s acceptance.
We are commanded to love our neighbour (and especially our spouse) as we love ourselves; or, as the Book of Common Prayer entreats us in the invitation to Confession, to be in love and charity with our neighbours. But even so, this is the second of our Lord’s commandment; a consequence of the first, to love the Lord our God with all our being. 

What is your relationship with God? Perhaps if we could each work harder at that, all other relationships would be so much more simple.
