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I love the way you can put a hold on a book or DVD at the local library and then receive an email notification when your 
request is ready for pickup. My latest is a request for a documentary film that came out this past summer. It’s called 
“Won’t You Be My Neighbor?” And yes, as many of you have guessed, it tells the story of Fred Rogers, whose TV 
program “Mister Roger’s Neighborhood” was an important part of the lives of children and their families for decades.  

From the clips I’ve seen, I can tell that it’s an amazing film and deeply moving. In a sense Mister Rogers was fighting, 
even back then, a cultural war – a battle against brutality in the media – such as violent children’s cartoons. So Fred 
Rogers was drawn into creating an entire world for children – a world of trust, love, and kindness.  I can’t help but 
wonder how he might respond to the troubled times we are living in now?   

He never avoided talking with kids about tough subjects. He dealt with scary things like “divorce” – in fact one year he 
produced an entire week of episodes helping children deal with their feelings about divorce. 

Today, God’s children of every age, living in a troubled world come to church and hear a disturbing passage from Mark’s 
Gospel, a passage that has been used to condemn those who are divorced.  

“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” some Pharisees ask Jesus, trying to trip him up. Moses permits it, they say. If 
Jesus criticizes that tradition he’ll put himself at odds with the people. Jesus is not caught in their trap. He moves the 
conversation from legalism to grace. It is God’s love that is to undergird all our relationships. Jesus declares the divine 
intention for oneness and harmonious relations among all creatures, most especially human beings, created in the 
image of God.  

Marriage creates a union of two people who share a life and are transformed, a sacred relationship with mutual 
responsibility.  Many of us are affected by divorce in one way or another – child of, spouse of; friend, brother or sister 
of. Herein is the gap, between the words of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel and the sinful, suffering brokenness of his people.  

All the Gospels transmit and adapt the teaching of Jesus. While Mark‘s Gospel rejects divorce, in both Matthewi and 
Paulii there are stated exceptions.  The ideal of marriage is upheld yet there is also the divine compassion and pastoral 
care of Jesus for those whose marriages have come to an end. Jesus utters no word of condemnation for such persons. 
We all experience the tension of living the ideal and living the reality of the human condition. And the true function of 
the church is compassionate ministry to real human beings. Because of this, the Episcopal Church is open to the 
remarriage of divorced persons, with the permission of the Bishop. 

The reality of our broken world is that we all fail in our lavish and generous promises to love and be faithful. But there is 
another and greater reality of which we must speak and that is the love and mercy of God. When I was in seminary I 
attended the wedding of a couple each of whom had been divorced for some years. Both were scholars, one was a 
professor and the seminary chaplain, the other taught religion at a local college. Everyone who came to the church for 
the celebration of their marriage was aware that the two people making their vows that morning had been married 
before. The preacher for the occasion was a friend of the couple, a Dominican priest from Washington, D.C.  One line 
from his homily has stayed with me all these years: he said that the couple being married that day was to us a sign – a 
sign of the grace and mercy of God. 
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I think also not of marriage but of the covenant that members of religious orders make with God and their community. 
The promises we make after a number of years of preparation are the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. They are 
life vows, expressing a life-long commitment. Yet not every single Religious who professes vows remains committed 
until death. A variety of circumstances can lead to the breakdown of the original commitment. One day the telephone in 
my office rang and the caller identified herself as one of our former Sisters who had withdrawn from the Society of St. 
Margaret. At the time of her phone call, she was in ill health and as I could tell from the tone of her voice, somewhat 
agitated. Her concern was whether there had been a document from the Bishop sometime after she left the community. 
She did not remember receiving it and could not be at peace until she knew. I looked in the files, found the document. I 
told her that we had the original certificate of secularization as it is called, and this brought her great relief. My being 
able to assure her of this was a sign – a sign of the grace and mercy of God for her. 

While ostensibly centered on a question about the law and divorce, the gospel has to do with the primacy of 
relationships. To be human is to be in relationship, image and sign of God’s presence. Both marriage and monasticism 
are training grounds for the kingdom of God. And God’s kingdom is open to those who receive it as a little child receives 
it – as pure gift to those with no power, no rights, no demands, no status and no sense of the importance of their own 
achievement. 

The self-gift and fidelity of Christians to each other in marriage and other committed relationships is an expression of a 
greater fidelity, that of God to the human community. Whether we are married or not, whether we have failed or 
succeeded in marriage, or any other commitment, we are not rejected children. Should we fail at our vows, God’s 
gracious vow to keep us in the family we call church will still hold us 

Fred Rogers died in 2003. You may know that he was a Presbyterian minister. But he never pastored a church; no - 
“Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood” was his ministry. His major message was about love, agape, the highest form of love, the 
love of God for human beings, and the love of human beings for God. Such love is the bedrock of all our commitments.  
Mr. Rogers wanted everybody to know that they are loved and capable of loving, for love he said, is the root of 
everything. 

And so Mr. Rogers will have the last word, in the words with which he often concluded his shows: 

“Thank you for whatever you do to bring joy and hope, light and love, to our world today.”  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i Matthew 5:32 and Matthew 19:9 
ii 1 Corinthians 7:12-16 


