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Rector 
Readings:  Genesis 2.18-24;  Psalm 8;  Hebrews 1.1-4, 2. 5-12;  Mark 10. 2-16 

 

Relationships of compassion, openness and respect 
 

In Alice Walker's novel The Colour Purple, Shug describes to Celie the experience of finding her 

identity in God with these words: "Here's the thing – the thing I believe. God is inside you and 

inside everybody else. You come into the world with God but only them that search for it inside 

find it'.  Shug has moved from experiencing God as other and remote, beyond her ken; to knowing 

God as head of her own heart. She now knows the God of the Incarnation and for her this is 

powerful good news. She has heard and dared to believe the truth of the good news that God is 

Emmanuel – God with us.  

 

In the writing of St Bonaventure about the life of St Francis we are told the knight John from 

Greccio, claimed one Christmas that he saw a beautiful child asleep in the crib, and that St. Francis 

took it in his arms and seemed to wake it up.  Shug is right, Christ dwells within each one of us – 

and in the life of St Francis we see a vital alive Christ.  For many people the inner Christ lies 

dormant, asleep as it were, waiting to be awoken and lived out for the entire world to see and to 

experience Christ’s transforming love. 

 

That is our calling, yours and mine – of all who would call themselves Christian.  To be bearers of 

God to the world and to awaken the Christ in each other. The God who at the first Christmas reveals 

Godself not to be distant, austere, not over against us demanding adherence to an impossible set of 

standards, or assent to “orthodox dogma”. The God who invites us into a relationship as friends as 

the beloved.  A relationship that can make so much difference, to the way one approaches life and 

faith– it leads to compassion, openness, respect for the other. The very things our world desperately 

needs if we are to avoid descending into a mad spiral of suspicion and fear and conflict. 

 

Which in a round about way brings me to that most difficult Gospel passage we have just heard - 

This is one of those Gospels that might tempt the preacher to call in sick. At first glance, at a plain 

reading of the text, it seems that there is no getting around its challenge, no watering down its 

message, no way to avoid the pain that its truth may inflict on the already wounded – which is why 

a so called plain reading of the text is rarely if ever sufficient – so often it leads us to unhelpful and 

unintended places. At the same time doing violence to the understanding of God that comes through 

the incarnation. In terms of this passage let me explain with the help of insights from Ched Myers 

commentary on Mark’s Gospel.  ‘Binding the Strong Man.’ 

 

At first sight it seems that Jesus is giving a blanket prohibition to any possibility of remarriage after 

divorce – as he says 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.’ (Mark 10. 

11-12). 

 

However this completely fails the first  two tests of any reading of scripture; the first of which is 

before attempting to discern what it might have to say to us today we first need to try and 

understand what it might have meant in its original context – how the original hearers (Pharisees 

and disciples) might have heard and understood what Jesus is saying given their particular historical 
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and cultural context. 

Simply put that historical and cultural context is one in which only men, and not women, can 

initiate proceedings for divorce – and according to some schools of thought a man could do so quite 

simply by giving her a note of dismissal – no need for any reasons, though other rabbinic schools 

argued that there needed to be sufficient cause before such action could be taken. So there is this 

attempt to draw Jesus into the debate. Jesus refuses to be so drawn, instead he questions the way 

Pharisaic thought simply legitimates the already established social practice of divorce. The problem, 

as E. Schussler Fiorenza sees it, in her book “in Memory of Her” is that the legal issue is "totally 

androcentric," and "presupposes patriarchal marriage as a given." Jesus argues:  

 

Divorce is necessary because of the male's hardness of heart, that is, because of men's patriarchal 

mind-set and reality. . . . However, Jesus insists, God did not intend patriarchy but created persons 

as male and female human beings. It is not woman who is given into the power of man in order to 

continue "his" house and family line, but it is man who shall sever connections with his own 

patriarchal family and "the two persons shall become one sarx". . . . The [Genesis] passage is best 

translated as "the two persons—man and woman—enter into a common human life and social 

relationship because they are created as equals" p.143]. 

 

Myers asserts. “Jesus' conclusion (10:9), then, is not meant as an absolute prohibition upon 

"divorce," which would both overturn the Mosaic statute and return to a legalistic solution. Indeed, 

it drops the term for divorce (apoluse) in favour of a different term (to "separate," chorizeto). 

Rather it protests the way in which patriarchal practice drives a wedge into the unity and equality 

originally articulated in the marriage covenant.”  P 265 of Binding the Strong Man. 

 

That Jesus is attacking the patriarchal nature of marriage is highlighted by what he says in private to 

the disciples.  The first clause—a man cannot divorce a woman and marry another without 

committing adultery against her—already went beyond Jewish law, "in which a man can commit 

adultery against another married man but not against his own wife". But the second clause, in which 

the rights of the female partner are expanded to include her right to divorce (or "leave,") directly 

contradicted Jewish law, which stipulated that only men could initiate and administer such 

proceedings.  (see Myers p. 266) 

 

The 2
nd
 test in reading scripture is that we read any particular text in the light of the whole witness 

of scripture and in particular the central principles at the heart of the Gospel – in relation to this 

issue of marriage and divorce key principles that come are mind are: 

o Forgiveness and the opportunity to begin again are always possible 

o Destructive/ death dealing situations are not of God 

o Life is to be  lived fully, freely – love and joy are key elements of the Kingdom 

o Most people are not called to singleness – rather companionship and intimacy in relationship 

are key elements of what it is to be human. 

 

So what might we say about marriage and divorce in the light of this? Let me give Ched Myers the 

almost final word. He concludes his commentary on this passage: “This teaching recognises the 

fact that divorce is a profound spiritual and social tragedy. No one who has undergone the fire of 

"one flesh" torn apart (as I myself have) can dispute the weight of Jesus' plea in 10:9:  The teaching 

also acknowledges, however, that divorce is a reality, within which the fundamental issue of justice 

must not be lost. Both parties must have the right to take initiative, and both must accept the 

responsibilities and limitations involved in the death of marriage. Again Mark refuses to overlook 

the actual relations of power, no matter how ‘sacred’ the institution. The ‘least’ in this concrete 

case is the woman, and Mark is making clear to his community that she can be protected only if she 

is no longer treated as object, but as equal subject, in situations of conflict resolution.” p.266 
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To conclude:  I think we would all agree, that the whole issue of marriage breakdown is a complex 

and painful one, that separation and divorce ought to be seen as something not to entertained lightly, 

but also that once a marriage has died and is no longer life giving for those involved and separation 

and divorce happen that no-one should be for ever thereafter be denied the possibility of remarriage 

with all the potential life-giving possibilities that marriage at its intended best can bring. Indeed by 

refusing to adopt a narrow, legalistic approach on this issue we are likely to open windows and 

doorways for people into the God Shug and St Francis challenge us to find and awaken within 

ourselves – the God who is not distant, austere, not over against us demanding adherence to an 

impossible set of standards, or assent to “orthodox dogma”. But rather the God who invites us into a 

relationship as friends – as the beloved.  A relationship that can make so much difference, to the 

way one approaches life and faith – it leads to compassion, openness, respect for the other. The very 

things our world desperately needs. 

 


