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ORPHIR and STENNESS CHURCH 

Transcript of Service Sunday 3rd October 2021; Proper 22B 

(Covid Restrictions) 
Ed 04.10.21 

 

Introduction - Nicol 

 

Introduction and Prayer 
 

Good morning.  It’s good to see you again.  Welcome to our worship.  Wherever you come 

from today, your presence enriches us all in this time of fellowship and celebration together. 

 

In a moment of quietness, let us let go of the cares and the worries of the past week, and 

know the presence of God among us. 
Pause 

 

Loving God, 

As we draw near in worship, help us to lay aside all our stuffiness and self-importance and to 

come into your presence with a childlike spirit, rejoicing in your goodness and love.  Amen 

 
Jesus calls us to come to him: whoever we are, wherever we are, just as we are. 

Let us come: let us worship God: 

 

Hymn 351 Jesus’ hands were kind hands 

 

Opening Prayer and Lord’s Prayer 

At the beginning of this new day and this new week, 
as the world turns, as it always does, and as its affairs continue as they will, 

let us not fall into the temptation of deciding that we have nothing to do with it, 

and that all things must take their course. 

May God help us to review our lives, 

and to have the courage to let go of things 

that keep us from being the people he created us to be. 
 

May God help us to distinguish between the things that we cannot change and the things that 

we can influence; 

may we recognise his Spirit at work, even in unexpected places, 

and do all we can to help in his purposes. 

 

The world turns in the eternal cycle of life, 
and we give thanks for the hand of God in our affairs: 

for the moments making up our days, 

and stretching into years filled with memories, and with lessons deep and priceless. 

 

The world turns, and people die, and love fails, and dreams evaporate, 

and sometimes we feel fragile and uncertain. 
We pray that God will help us to make sense of the senseless, 

to hold us, and to hear our cries in all our troubles, 

especially when only God’s shoulders are big enough for us to cry on. 

 

God of all, 

help us to live, and learn, and grow in the certainty of your love for us.  
Grant us wisdom to see that in every moment, through all the years, beyond all things, 

life is sweet and deep and priceless. 

 

God of all, give us courage to live our days inspired by the knowledge that we live now, 



2 

 

not only for ourselves, but for those who will follow after us. 

 

Guide us, Lord God, 
and in this moment, deep and sweet and priceless, hear our prayers. 

In Jesus’ name we ask, as now we pray in the words he taught us, saying: 

Our Father, who art in heaven,hallowed be thy name.  

Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven.  

Give us this day our daily bread.  

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.  
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever.  Amen. 

 

Readings: Kathryn will read for us today: 

1st Reading: 

Genesis 2: 18-24 (NRSVA): 
 

Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a 

helper as his partner.’ So out of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the field and 

every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and 

whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all 

cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the man there was 

not found a helper as his partner. So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, 
and he slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that 

the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 

Then the man said, 

 

‘This at last is bone of my bones 

    and flesh of my flesh; 
this one shall be called Woman, 

    for out of Man this one was taken.’ 

 

Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one 

flesh. 

Amen. 

 
2nd Reading: 

Mark 10: 2-16 (NRSVA): 

 

Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’ 

He answered them, ‘What did Moses command you?’ They said, ‘Moses allowed a man to 

write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.’  But Jesus said to them, ‘Because of your 
hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you.  But from the beginning of creation, 

“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.”  So they are no longer two, 

but one flesh.  Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.’ 

 

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

divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.’ 

 

Jesus Blesses Little Children 

People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the 

disciples spoke sternly to them.  But 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.  Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a 
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little child will never enter it.’  And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and 

blessed them. 

Amen.  Thanks be to God. 
 

Hymn 695 Your love O God has called us here 

 

Message: 

 

I expect I am not the only preacher tempted to avoid preaching on the first part of our Gospel 
reading for today: a thorny subject, where we see Jesus taking a very hard line on divorce.  I 

offer you some thoughts, but I make no pronouncements.  My outlook is still developing, and 

varies according to the situation, but that's no excuse for me to dodge the issue and speak 

about something else. 

 

My wife Alison and I are among the fortunate ones.  We celebrated our 53rd wedding 
anniversary last Monday.  We have three children, and all three have been married, and 

divorced, and all three are on their second time round.  I have one brother, and no sisters.  

My brother has been twice married and twice divorced.  He hasn’t tried it a third time.  One of 

his two sons is divorced, the other unmarried.  I know lots of other people who have been 

through these experiences.  So maybe I know a little about the distress that comes with 

marriage breakdown and divorce. 

 
In my few years as an ordained minister, I’ve had the privilege of conducting only nine 

marriages, but, of these, three involved people who had been married and divorced.  

Nevertheless, all of them, at the time of the service, seemed to me to be very much in love, 

and committed to each other.  But I guess that not many couples come to their marriage 

ceremony thinking, “This will never last!”  I think that, at that moment, they are all convinced 

that for better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and health, only death will be able to 
separate them from each other.  Yet we all know that, for many, there will be the pain and 

struggle that will lead to divorce. 

 

It is very easy to hear Jesus’ words as judgment and condemnation, especially for us in the 

21st. century.  In today’s society, the divorce rate is very high – the latest figure I could find 

suggests that across the UK 42% of marriages end in divorce - and increasing numbers of 

people choose not to be married at all.  In many countries more marriages end in divorce 
than in death. 

 

There’s no doubt that Jesus took a very hard line, although, if you look at Matthew’s version 

of this story you find that he does sanction divorce on the grounds of adultery.  Clearly, 

Jesus’s view was that marriage was a permanency which indissolubly united two people in a 

bond that could never be broken by any human laws or regulations.  There is no avoiding 
that. 

 

But.  But we need to understand a couple of things.  Firstly, the differences in the status of 

women in Jesus’s time and in our time.  Because of that, we need to recognize that divorce in 

Jesus’ time was very different from what it is in the 21st. century. 

 
In Jesus’s day a woman was regarded as a thing, a possession – like in Afghanistan under the 

Taliban today.  She had no legal rights whatsoever, and she was under the absolute authority 

of the male head of the family.  There were two legal opinions about divorce.  One was strict 

- a man could divorce his wife only if she was unfaithful.  The other – the one that was 

usually followed - was more lenient: a man could divorce his wife if she displeased him in any 

number of ways, including "burning her husband's toast" or even being boring.  There were 

very few grounds on which a woman could divorce her husband. 
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For a woman, the consequences of divorce were devastating.  She faced family and public 

disgrace.  Her family would be too embarrassed to take her back.  She was likely to have to 

live in dire poverty, or even to resort to prostitution to survive.  The future for her and for her 
children was bleak. 

 

Secondly, the Pharisees in our Gospel reading were not really interested in hearing what 

Jesus had to say.  They already knew the legal answer.  They were only interested in trying 

to trip him up and embarrass him, and he knew that perfectly well.  They ask a legal 

question.  He ignores it, and instead gives a spiritual answer, defending women against 
discrimination.  

 

The Jewish Law had no conception of marriage as a spiritual union rather than a property or 

business deal – as indeed it still remains in some cultures today.  Jesus looks at the deeper 

implications and the spiritual aspects that go beyond the marriage contract.  He tells us what 

God intends. 
 

Jesus is protecting women from consequences beyond their control.  His words were less 

about setting up a standard by which to judge and stigmatize, and more about protecting 

women who were so much more vulnerable under the Law than men.  We see Jesus 

recognizing the sad fact that we humans can, and do, separate what God has united.  Jesus 

was attempting to protect the marriage, and the home, because our marriages and our lives 

are not ours alone: they are gifts from God. 
 

Thirdly, and maybe most importantly, this passage asks us to review our own attitudes.  It is 

very easy to hear Jesus’ words as judgment and condemnation, but we can also hear them as 

a call to a higher standard, as setting the goal which we all must have for marriage.  If you 

have not experienced divorce at close hand, if you have not had to face it in your own life or 

the lives of people close to you, it is easy to be rigid and judgmental.  Remember that Jesus 
warned us not to judge others.  We must avoid adding to the pain of people struggling to deal 

with divorce in their lives.  Rather than judging, we need to reach out in compassion and 

support. 

 

I have lived a peedie while, and I have learned that there are times when divorce is the only 

option left, and where the right decision, the loving decision, is to tear apart what God has 

joined together.  Certainly, I think it should be the last resort, but in situations of violence or 
abuse, and a lot of other circumstances, it may be the only way forward if the innocent 

victims, and particularly the children, are to be protected.   

Christian clergy have too often used Jesus’s ban on divorce to lock men and women in 

abusive and unhealthy relationships in the name of a loving God, but this passage on divorce 

is not talking about what we mean by divorce in our day. 

Jesus is not telling a battered woman that she and her children must go on risking 
physical and psychological torment every day for the sake of avoiding divorce.  In our day it 

is often the case that the relationship is broken in the first place, long before legal 

proceedings begin, and the legal divorce by mutual consent comes after the breakdown, and 

is not the actual problem. 

 

Jesus’s words show us how seriously he regards marriage, and we have to try to follow his 
lead, while remembering that he answered that question about divorce in a very different 

context from the circumstances we live in today. 

Unfortunately, too often, people want to take today’s reading out of that context and apply it 

to our contemporary situations.  At the heart of our reading is the compassion of God for all, 

the compassion of the God who blesses us, loves us, and calls us to be disciples.  That is the 

message we need to convey. 

 
The institution of marriage has much to recommend it, and we must all help to strengthen it.  

Most of us would agree that marriage is meant to last a lifetime.  I certainly do, but I 
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recognize that not every marriage is made in heaven.  There are bad marriages - even 

dangerous marriages, and I think it would be wrong to advise a woman - or a man - to stay 

in an abusive relationship.  This is not the place to talk about laying down rules for a 
successful marriage, nor about trying to save a faltering relationship.  Expert counselling is 

available – if the couple are prepared to go. 

 

This is the place to tell ourselves that the words of Jesus can be seen as a call to the church 

to strengthen and support marriage so that it can grow stronger.  A call to each of us, 

whether we are married or not, to support and strengthen the institution of marriage in our 
land.  A call to hear these words, not as words of judgment, but as a call to a higher standard 

in our own lives   - and in the compassion we extend to other people. 

It is easy to criticize and condemn without having any inkling of the misery behind the facade 

of other people’s lives.  And we must never underestimate the effect of divorce on the 

children of a marriage.   

 
Lastly: Jesus’ attitude to the children.  Children were the lowest level of importance in the 

household.  The disciples couldn’t see why Jesus might want to pay any attention to these 

children when he was in the middle of a serious debate that might have ongoing 

consequences.  The kids were a distraction. 

 

“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. .... Whoever 
does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it”. 

 

Children have no excuses to give, no bargaining power, but they are eager to be taken in 

Jesus’ arms and have his blessing. 

 

Whether we are successful or unsuccessful in our marriages, whether we have managed to 
achieve the spiritual union that God intends, or from “hardness of heart” have ended up in a 

divorce court, the need to receive the kingdom of God, as does a little child, still holds.  We 

have no bargaining power, nothing to offer, but neither do our past failures separate us from 

the love of God.  This wonderful picture of children who would otherwise have been rejected 

and pushed aside being welcomed and blessed speaks to the happily married, to the painfully 

separated, and to everybody else as well. 

 
Amen.  Soli Deo Gloria. 

 

Hymn 694 Brother, sister let me serve you 

 

Offering and Prayer of Dedication 

Receive O Lord the gifts from our hands, the fruit of our work and calling. 
Yet even more than this, receive the gift of our hearts, 

our desire to serve and love you in the way of Christ.  Amen. 

 

Prayers for others (NB Responses L: Lord, in your mercy…All: hear our prayer): 

The heavens are telling the glory of God; 

    and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. 
Day to day pours forth speech, 

    and night to night declares knowledge. 

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

    their voice is not heard; 

yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 

    and their words to the end of the world. (Ps 19:2) 

 
There is a beauty to our days; sights and sounds that speak of eternity; 

voices and faces that show us glimpses of God all around us, and we bring thanks. 
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Yet in many places there is confusion and chaos; 

storm, flood, drought, earthquake, eruption. 

There are places where people struggle to survive today,  and fear what tomorrow may bring; 
where angry voices and faces speak of entrenched attitudes and bitter feuds, 

of warfare and terrorism. 

O God, help us to know that you are there in these places too, suffering with the oppressed. 

L: Lord, in your mercy… 

All: hear our prayer. 

 
Lord, there are people and places who need you, and who need us. 

We pray for those we know, 

and we ask that you lead us to those who long for help. 

We pray for all who are ill, or lonely, or sad or worried; 

for those who suffer in unstable relationships; 

worn by repeated arguments, scarred by destructive encounters, 
desolate where love has died; 

victims of abuse in any of its many forms. 

Bring your healing to all. 

L: Lord, in your mercy… 

All: hear our prayer. 

 

We give thanks, and pray for medical teams, 
especially those overstretched and overstressed as they struggle with the Covid pandemic; 

for organisations that offer counselling and therapy; who provide marriage support; 

those who safeguard the welfare of children, 

and for those who help us all to see the potential  

of the children in our communities 

 
Gracious God, 

in the quiet of this familiar place, 

we bring to you all those in special need, 

and all those we carry in our hearts and our minds today: 

 

Pause 

 
We entrust them to your loving care. 

L: Lord, in your mercy… 

All: hear our prayer. 

 

In Jesus’ name we ask.  Amen. 

 
Choir: 549 How deep the Father’s love for us 

 

On a Lighter Note, and looking back to our Genesis Reading: 

 

In paradise, Adam went fishing one day.  He didn’t return that night, nor the next, and when 

he finally got back after a three-day absence, Eve greeted him very suspiciously. 
“Where have you been all this time?” she demanded. 

“Just fishing”, he answered. 

“Where are all the fish then?” she asked.  “And why were you gone so long?” 

 Adam lamely protested that the fish hadn’t bitten, and that he’d enjoyed sitting by the 

lake, but Eve wasn’t satisfied. 

“Are you sure you haven’t been seeing someone else?” she enquired. 

“But darling,” replied Adam, “How could that be?  You know you’re the only woman in the 
world!” 
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All the same, that night, after Adam had gone to sleep, Eve lifted back the covers and 

carefully counted his ribs. 

(Simon Coupland in ‘A Dose of Salts’, page 181). 
 

Closing Hymn 182 Now thank we all our God 

 

Sending Out and Blessing:  

 

Go out in the name of Jesus; 
may you know his presence going before you; 

may he equip you to follow his call upon your lives. 

Stay safe in his ways, 

And the blessing of God almighty,  

the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  

be with you, and remain with you,  
now and always.  Amen. 

 

Doxology. 

 


