Maurizio Montalbini was an Italian sociologist who eventually made himself his test subject in a series of scientific experiments where he tested the limits of the human body.  Most of his research was done in isolation tests in caves deep beneath Italy’s Apennine mountains.  In his first major extended stay, he emerged after what he thought was 79 days – he had actually been underground and completely isolated for 210 days.  His record was 366 days straight.  His research helped scientists study things like circadian rhythm, sleep disorders, and physical needs for extended space travel.


Mr.  Montalbini was once quoted as saying, “One cannot fight solitude, one must make a friend of it.”  His experiments on solitude have been lifted up as revolutionary.  He was considered a leader in his field.  In spite of the interest in his work, he was typically the only one being experimented on, meaning he was the one spending a great deal of time very much alone.  Just a couple of weeks ago, Mr. Montalbini died of a stroke at the very young age of 56.  Because of the very unusual nature of his research, news media was careful to report that his death appeared unrelated to his long periods of isolation.  Only “appeared” unrelated.


That little caveat “appeared unrelated” is so telling, because we instinctively know that it’s not healthy for someone to be that alone for that long.  It’s not just strange or unusual – it is not a good thing for a person.  While we might each love a few hours or even days alone now and then, we each know that on some level, we need other people.  Not everyone, not all the time – but when we think about it, we know that we were meant to be around others.  We have a need to love and be loved, and it is as deep as our need for air and food.


We were not made to be alone.  We were meant to be together.  “It is not good that the man should be alone,” God says in Genesis 2:18, “I will make him a helper as his partner.”  Hear that text just as it is.  You’ve probably heard this text before in almost every wedding you’ve ever been to.  We tend to put this verse into context of marriage simply because it’s about a man and a woman.  Unfortunately, this actually takes the verse and makes it into something it’s not entirely. If we read this text only as a marriage verse, it can lead us to assume that a woman is only good enough if she’s with a man, that she’s only an assistant.  That is very problematic.  But this verse is not really about marriage.  It is actually much deeper.


It is not good that the man should be alone.  If you’ll let me be a little bit of a nerd for a minute: in the original written Hebrew, the man is haadam.  The word can be translated as either “the man” or simply read as “Adam”.  The name Adam literally means “man” in the way we used it before we were sensitive to gender-neutral language.  “Man” just means “human”, people, humanity.  It’s actually a pretty gender-neutral word in the Hebrew.  

This implies that in this creation story, God first created one singular human.  Seeing that the human is alone, God realizes it needs a helper.  Now, the Hebrew word for helper doesn’t imply a subordinate person.  That same word for helper, ezer, gets applied to God himself in the Psalms.  So a helper is not a lesser person – a helper is loving, protective, and God-given person.  The helper doesn’t imply a gender, either.  It is simply as the text says: a helper for a partner.


When we read this passage carefully, we see clearly that God created us for relationship.  We were literally made for each other.  Each human is intended as a helper and partner for other humans.  It is not good for us to be alone.  It might even be life-threatening.  God wanted us to be together.  We were made for each other, because we need each other.  If we restrict this passage to only being about one specific type of relationship, we shortchange each other, underestimate God, and miss the point entirely.


Now, yes, marriage is one shape of this need for the other.  In a married relationship, two people make a public, contractual commitment to each other in front of friends, family, and God.  It is a calling to each other and to a living-out of God’s call for us to be in relationship.  But it’s not the only place that happens, and we know that.  Relationship is about so much more than only marriage.  To focus just on marriage is to short-change the depth of life and love that we is available to us all.


When we short-change relationships, we start taking each other for granted.  We try to make our relationships into something we want them to be, not into something they were made to be.  This God-given need for each other can be twisted by our own biases and selfishness.  We use each other, manipulate each other, try to make certain relationships better than others, make relationship into something it’s not.  We are broken people, and we can even take something as good as love and support for each other and break it.  We make people vulnerable.  We make people unloveable.  We make relationship broken.


It is our tendency toward brokenness that Jesus speaks to in today’s gospel.  This is another text that is not just about marriage – or, more specifically in this case, ending marriage.  It’s not a coincidence that this text includes both cautions against divorce and protections to little children in the same passage.  In Jesus’ time, a woman without a husband – particularly, one who had been left by her husband without a clear reason – was extremely vulnerable.  She not only had no family, but others might make assumptions as to what kind of person she was.  She could be isolated, alone, or even in extreme cases, attacked.  Dissolving a marriage left her more than just alone, it left her completely unprotected.

Children, also, were very vulnerable.  They had absolutely no social standing. They were somewhere along the lines of property.  Jesus’ disciples make the mistake of seeing children as useless in the promotion of Jesus’ ministry.  When Jesus calls the little children to his side, he’s not saying how cute and fun kids are – even if that’s true.  What he’s saying is that these little children need protection.  They need love.  They need commitment.  And on some level, we are all just as vulnerable as children without the loving bonds of caring relationship surrounding us.


Jesus speaks against divorce for the same reason that he chastises the disciples for chasing away children.  He knows that people have inherent value outside their social standing and are not to be taken advantage of.  He knows that we humans are self-centered and manipulative, breaking relationships and hearts and spirits for our own gain.  This is sin.  Undermining relationship, abusing love, attacking the vulnerable, elevating the self – we are so very good at these things.  And those things are not God’s will for our lives.  


We are made for each other in a potent, live-giving, creation-affirming way.  This deep need for others in our lives can lead us to judge, attack, or misunderstand.  But the risk of relationship is worth it, because it is through relationship that we become the helpers that we were created to be, supporting and caring for those who need it most.  We are cautioned by our Savior to remember our sinfulness, to be mindful of the brokenness in this world.  But yet he calls us to be like little children – vulnerable in our trust, reckless with our love.  

May you be the helper your creator has called you to be.  May you love with a fire that burns with the Spirit.  And may your Savior’s call to love each other as pure equals keep you from judgment, brokenness, and isolation.  For the good gift of relationship, thanks be to God.  Amen.
