
1 

 

1960. 

Joshua M. Caler - 20 Pentecost (October 7) 2018, Proper 22B 
Christ Episcopal Church, Pottstown, PA 

In the name... 

On May 16, 1840, lighting struck the Poland, a packet ship five days into a journey from New York to Le 
Havre in Normandy It immediately disabled the ship, but what became clear only after a few hours was that fire 
had broken out in one of the holds. The ship began to burn slowly but in a way that could not be contained; the 
fire consuming the lower decks for two days while the crew and the passengers stayed on deck hoping to be 
spared until they could be found by a passing ship. Finally, the fire got to be so intense below deck that the 
planks of the deck became unbearably hot to stand on. While there wasn’t enough space for everyone, the 
decision was made to take to the long boats to escape the heat and smoke and flames. Eventually, they would be 
saved by a passing ship — the Clifton —just in time to see the Poland erupt into flames and sink. All 65 were 
saved; among them, Boston Courier journalist and former publisher J. H. Buckingham who, recounting the 
incident, reported the following some weeks later in the paper. He wrote, 

“On a suggestion that we might be obliged to take to the boats, it was immediately 
remarked by one of our French passengers and responded to by others — ‘Let us take care 

of the women and children first.1 2 

“The females and children, with as many men as was thought proper, making thirty-five in all, were put 
into the long boat and dropped astern, where they remained all that night, and the next day and night, until 

Monday morning....”11 

This was the first time, as far as anyone can tell, that “women and children first” was asserted as a proper 
code of conduct in the case of disaster at sea. Since, it’s become utterly commonplace, probably thanks to the 
sinking of the Titanic in 1912. And yet, there is no precedent in maritime law — nor is there any current legal 
requirement under it — to evacuate women and children first.3 It is not a legal standard, merely a code of honor 
and proper conduct now widely known and accepted among those at sea. 

Enter Jesus in today’s Gospel. Jesus was a “women and children first” sort of rabbi. If you’ll recall over the 
last two weeks, we’ve heard Jesus point to children when declaring the character of his coming Kingdom. Jesus 
had just taught that the greatest in the Kingdom of God would be the servant of all, one who welcomes even 
little children in his name and that it would be better to be cast into he sea than to cause a little one to stumble. 

In the midst of that teaching, Mark recounts a debate some of the other Pharisees wanted to engage Jesus on. 
“Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” This was a common enough controversy in Jesus’ day with a 
number of different answers and practices. I’m sure we can’t relate. But as varied as these answers and 
practices were, they fell into basically two camps. Some rabbis took a strict view that only in cases of adultery 
could a man divorce his wife. Others interpreted the Law to permit divorce on virtually any grounds.4 Jesus, 
though, had little time for that particular debate, at least on those terms. The rabbis who came to him were 
questioning him about a legal matter; Jesus understood that there was a difference between what was legal 
under the Law, what was intended by God in creation, and what was in keeping with the Kingdom of God. 

In Palestine in general and among the Jews in particular, women could not divorce their husbands (though 
some Roman women could under Roman law). While there was legal recourse for them if they were treated 
badly, and while there were some protections for them under the Law, divorce could only be initiated by a man, 
could rarely be contested by his spouse, and would have disproportionately devastating consequences for his 
wife. A man, once divorced, could easily remarry and would retain all his property. A woman, however, having 
been divorced, could not marry again and in almost every case could own no property. To divorce a woman, 
then, was almost certainly to sentence her to a life of vulnerability, struggle, poverty, and early death. 

In that light, it isn’t hard to understand why Jesus was not particularly concerned with what was permissible 
under the Law. He had been in the midst of teaching that the first shall be last; that the servant all would be the 
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greatest; that concern and care and protection and kindness shown to little children — those who could not 
return it in any way — was the hallmark of life with God. The Kingdom of God, in other words, would not be 
characterized by having a judicious, legally sound answer to the question, “is it lawful for a man to divorce his 
wife?” but by the care and protection of the most vulnerable and marginal and forgotten. The Kingdom of God 
would be concerned with “the least of these” first. That meant that Jesus was not interested in what men were 
legally permitted to do, but with what women would suffer if men exercised that right. “Women and children 
first.” 

None of this, of course, is to suggest that Jesus was unconcerned with marriage in a sacramental sense. There 
is clear and consistent biblical teaching on the permanence of marriage. Neither is it to suggest that there is not 
grace and forgiveness and healing after divorce. There is clear biblical teaching on that, also. It is to say, 
though, that today’s Gospel lesson is not primarily about either and instead about the divine imperative to 
prioritize the care and protection of the socially and politically vulnerable if one wishes to follow Jesus 
faithfully. 

We live in strange — though not unprecedented — times. Our bitterly polarized national and political life 
has, even this week, reached new extremes that many of us had not previously thought possible. In such a 
climate, preaching and living and proclaiming the Gospel — being united in and by it as the people of God — 
presents a whole host of particular challenges. There is clear pressure in this climate on preachers to “stay away 
from politics” and to “not take sides” or, conversely to “be prophetic” and “have the courage to stand up for 
what is right.” And while, for a host of reasons, I resist both of those options, laboring instead to ensure that the 
Gospel is never reduced to a political platform or voting agenda, there can be little doubt that today’s Gospel — 
indeed the Gospel lessons for the last several weeks — has clear implications for how Christians order life 
together and what Christians must prioritize in their communities if they wish to follow Jesus faithfully. Jesus’ 
teaching on divorce this morning turns out to have very little to do with divorce in the end and rather a lot to do 
with economic and social vulnerabilities, legal inequities, dynamics of power, and relations between men and 
women. And it isn’t there in trivial ways that can be captured by buzz words like “Social Gospel” or “Social 
Justice” or whatever else happens to be fashionable this week. They are right at the heart of knowing God and 
following Jesus faithfully. 

In a different time of bitter rankle and political polarization, the then-Anglican priest and theologian John 
Henry Newman wrote, 

“It is sometimes said, that the Clergy should abstain from politics; and that, if a Minister of 
Christ is political, he is not a follower of him who said, ‘My kingdom is not of this world.’ 
Now there is a sense in which this is true, but, as it is commonly taken, it is very false. It is 
true that the mere affairs of this world should not engage a Clergyman; but is is absurd to say 
that the affairs of this world should not at all engage his attention. If so, this world is not a 
preparation for another. Are we to speak when individuals sin, and not when a nation, which 
is but a collection of individuals?”5 

But that’s just the mob, isn’t it? This world is preparation for another, and that has implications for how 
Christians are called to live in this world. This is why Jesus has a lot to say about it: thy kingdom come, thy will 
be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

The Gospel is the story of how God revealed himself in the person of Jesus Christ, his incarnate Son: one 
who lived among us, was crucified by us, and was raised to new life for us. That means that the Gospel is 
centrally about people, not just as individuals but as communities. And that means the Gospel is inherently 
social and political, intimately concerned with how we share life together. Ordering life with each other is 
inextricably part of ordering life with God. There is quite a lot socially, culturally, and economically about 
which Christians of deep faith, good will, and differing political commitments can disagree. And there is quite a 
lot about which Christians, just to the degree that they wish to follow Jesus, cannot disagree. This morning’s 
Gospel is one more in a series of clues from Mark about what the non-negotiables might be. 

I have said... 
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