Jesus on Marriage, Divorce and relationships

Mark 10:1-12  After Jesus left, he went to Judea and then on to the other side of the Jordan river.  Once again large crowds came to him, and as usual, he taught them.  Some Pharisees wanted to test Jesus.  So they came up to him and asked if it was right for a man to divorce his wife.  Jesus asked them, ‘What does the Law of Moses say about that?’  They answered, ‘Moses allows a man to write out divorce papers and send his wife away.’  Jesus replied, ‘Moses gave you this law because you are so heartless.  But in the beginning God made a man and a woman.  That’s why a man leaves his father and mother and gets married.  He becomes like one person with his wife.  Then they are no longer two people, but one.  And no one should separate a couple that God has joined together.’  When Jesus and his disciples were back in the house, they asked him about what he had said.  He told them, ‘A man who divorces his wife and marries someone else is unfaithful to his wife.  A woman who divorces her husband and marries again is also unfaithful.’  (The Contemporary English Version, American Bible Society).

	Moses was the law-giver.  Jesus built communities.  Sometimes he built he built temporary communities as he gathered and fed on the mountainside.  Other time he formed small healing communities.  Community moments were teaching moments.  Communities were formed to cast out demons.
	Jesus showed how to implement the precious Law given by Moses that requires us the remembrance of the widow, the stranger and the orphan.  From changing water to wine at weddings to foot washings to healings and feeding, Jesus put the ethic of ‘love’ into practice.  The writings of John and the early communities he formed were known for the love they practiced.  The ethic of ‘love’ preached by Jesus was put into practice by the Johannine religious communities.
	Many of Jesus encounters with the Pharisees are teaching moments to show the power of love over the power of the law.  This text in Mark is no different.  As Jesus encounters the liberal denominations he creates teaching moments to show the power of love over the power of the law.  As Jesus speaks to members of religious communities, he lifts up the importance of love over the importance of the Law.
	Jesus is teaching that people in relationships are equal.  Women are equal to men, both in terms of what is expected and what is given.  Under the Law of Moses women could be ‘divorced’ or sent away with no economic resources, shamed and with no possibility for marrying again.  Jesus is suggesting an equality between men and women.  As Jesus did so many times in the New Testament, the rights of women are lifted up and the basis for the civil rights of women is established.
	This is a passage about love and civil rights, equality and fairness in relationships.  Jesus suggests that people are heartless and that even the Law of Moses misses the point of establishing the ‘love ethic’ as the modus operandi in relationships.  It is unfortunate that today’s liberals fall into the Pharisaic trump of looking for a law in the passage and overlook the ethic of love.
	As Jesus teaches about the equality of spouses in a marriage he uses ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as the basis for the normative sexes of spouses in his day.  The point of his message embraces the love ethic woven throughout the early Christian communities of faith.  He moves beyond the Law of Moses given for heartless people.  His point here is not to define marriage as sacrosanct between a man and a woman.  He seeks to establish the civil rights of spouses so that all share equally.  They become one with one another.  There is no need for fear of the future if things do not work out because the community recognizes the rights of the weakest member in the relationship, in Jesus time the woman.  Jesus was teaching that this power dynamic of one strong and one weak, of one with power and resources and the other without needed to be changed.  He seeks to bring to an end a divorce code that sends the woman into the street ashamed and penniless.  The passage is consistent with his effort throughout the Gospel to elevate the status of women.
	How the conservatives and liberals – modern-day Sadducees and Pharisees – have twisted this passage to confirm for themselves a law during a contemporary debate in the United States!  Was Jesus really addressing a constitutional amendment one way or the other in the United States to define marriage?  Hardly!  How this passage seeking to underline the radical nature of love in a relationship has been used to abuse same sex unions and clergy engaged in same sex unions!
	Jesus is not the kind of law-giver conservatives and liberals seek.  He is not the answer to put California, Massachusetts and Canada in their place for condoning same sex marriages.  He is not the basis for a constitutional amendment defining marriage and family.  He is not the basis for political platforms in the United States during election years.  
	Jesus came to form communities of people where love is the ethic.  As Jesus was lifting up women and affirming their civil rights in marriage he once again showed his solidarity with the poor, the oppressed and the excluded.  He was consistent with the principle in Mosaic Law that the widow, the stranger and the orphan needed to be cared for.
	Jesus gave a new interpretation to remembering the widow, stranger and orphan.  Rather than use his teaching to carve a new law in stone to exclude gays from same sex unions (which, incidentally Jesus does not address), Jesus would challenge us to be open and creative as we seek new ways for understanding love in relationships in our time.  He would challenge us to respond to the new civil rights challenges before us, as he responded to the challenge of women’s rights in his day.
	For those wishing to live by the ‘law,’ let them ponder a new vision and expectation, or even a constitutional amendment that would oppose domestic violence.  Perhaps such an approach more accurately reflects Jesus’ call for love and equality in relationships.  Jesus discussion with his disciples in this passage is not to define in stone the nature of marriage.  He rather addresses the deeper issues of civil rights which undermined the respect given women in marriage.  Perhaps he would have us address the civil rights issues surrounding questions concerning same sex-unions and marriage for people of the same sex.
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