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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

There was a time when teachers could talk freely about religion in
public schools, and tell Bible stories and other useful things about
God that they thought we should know. For instance, one crazy old
substitute told us that Baptists believed Jesus was one of their own
because he was baptized by John the Baptist, and that the Church
of Christ also claimed him as their own because his last name is
Christ. Another one taught us that Adam originally had thirteen
pairs of ribs. So when God took one of them to make Eve, that left
Adam with twelve which, my teacher said, explains why humans
ever since are born with twelve pairs of ribs. It made me wonder
how poor Eve ever survived with only one pair of ribs– that
seemed to follow from the logic of the explanation. Now I’d say
that that story most likely had its origins in one of those religious
groups known as six-day creationists, who believe that God created
the universe in six 24-hour days, and that a literal reading of the
creation story in Genesis is closer to the truth than any scientific
explanation of the origins of the universe, stuff which almost no
Christians ever believed until some of the frontier religions started
popping up west of the Appalachians some two hundred years ago. 

The problem for people who claim that a strictly literal reading of
the Bible is the only legitimate way is that they often end up 
having to make stuff up to fill in the gaps, like the rib story. Now,
that’s not to say that the creation story isn’t really true. It most
certainly is, but not in the way the literalists claim. The point of the
creation story is not to tell us how God created everything, but why.
And if you read other parts of the Bible, like the prophets and the
book of Revelation, it’s plain to see that, as I said last week, they’re
describing things that God has shown them and told them, often

things way beyond our comprehension, in ways that our finite little
human minds can at least begin to grasp. The primary role of the
prophets who, broadly speaking, include all the writers of
Scripture, is not to be fortune tellers as some people think, but to
communicate God’s will for his people and for his creation. And
that’s what the story of the creation of Eve is all about. It’s how
God first communicated, through Moses or whoever else might
have written it, his ideal of human marriage.

After Adam woke up from his procedure, and saw the most
beautiful woman on earth– she had to have been if she was the only
woman on earth– he said, “This at last is bone of my bones and
flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called Woman, for out of Man
this one was taken.” Is anybody besides me reminded of that sultry
Etta James song when you read that:

At last! 
My love has come along. 
My lonely days are over, 
and life is like a song.   (1960)

“Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his
wife, and they become one flesh.” This is where we’re tempted to
have some more fun with the literalists: The Bible says two people
become one flesh, but there’s still two separate bodies walking
around. How does that work? Well, they usually come up with
explanations around the “conjugal act” (kids, ask your mom and
dad about this later!), but can’t seem to grasp the fact that there’s
a divine mystery going on here involving body, mind and spirit,
that’s really beyond our comprehension. Divine mysteries don’t
need to be solved; they just need to be appreciated. Nevertheless,
we Western Christians want detailed definitions and explanations.
But as Austin Farrer said, God doesn’t give explanations; instead
he gives us his Son. And now, to what his Son has to say about
God’s ideal.

But on the way to that, we need to take a look at the second lesson. 
We don’t know who wrote the letter to the Hebrews, but based on



the content of its teaching, it looks like that person was a disciple
of St Paul. Paul was a Pharisee, a teacher of all things Jewish/
Hebrew. And Hebrews was written specifically to show how Jesus
is the fulfilment of everything in the Hebrew scriptures, the Old
Testament. Right off the bat it locates Jesus in the context of all the
OT prophets. St Luke says that on the day Jesus rose from the
dead, as he walked with the two men toward Emmaus, “beginning
with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things
about himself in all the scriptures,” i.e. the OT (Lk 24:27). Hebrews
begins by saying pretty much the same thing: “Long ago God
spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets,
but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he
appointed heir of all things...” Jesus didn’t come to abolish
anything in the law or the prophets of Israel and replace them with
some new teaching; he came to fulfill them, to reaffirm all of it,
and to set the record straight with regard to whatever bits of it had
become distorted or ignored over the centuries (Mt 5:17).

What Hebrews is saying is that whereas God spoke through the
prophets of old to communicate his Word to his people, in these
last days he has spoken his Word directly to his people in the
Person of his Son, for he is the very Word that God speaks (cf Jn 1:1).
The prophets spoke under the authority of God, but Jesus is the
authority of God, because he is God. “He is the reflection of God’s
glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being,” we read today.
Put another way that may be a bit easier to get, Jesus “perfectly
mirrors God, and is like him in every way” (GNB, CEV). So reading
this lesson from Hebrews in between reading God’s first and his
ultimate teaching on marriage, reinforces the fact that Jesus, above
all others, is the one to listen to with regard to interpreting the word
and the will of God. 

That’s important to bear in mind in the context of today’s gospel in
which we see the Pharisees testing him in order to see if what he
teaches measures up to the teaching of Moses and the prophets. It’s
also important for us to bear in mind in our own context, because

what he has to say in this gospel speaks to a pretty touchy subject
in our day. And the test for us is whether we accept what he says
about marriage, and try to make sense of the messy state of modern
marriage in light of it, or we simply dismiss it as outdated, and
irrelevant to the current situation. And let me tell you that as
Christians we can’t dismiss it. If we truly believe that Jesus is Lord,
then that’s not an option that’s open to us. So what does Jesus say
about God’s ideal for marriage, and how are we to understand it? 

The Pharisees want to know if Jesus thinks it’s okay for a man to
divorce his wife. The first thing Jesus does is to point them to the
law: “What did Moses command you?” he says. Scripture is always
the first place to go with big questions like this. “Is abortion okay?”
“What does Scripture say about it?” “Is it okay for Christians to go
into combat?” “What does Scripture say about it?”  What’s never
okay is for a Christian to say, “Well, I feel like it’s okay,” without
first searching the Scriptures. We Anglicans/ Episcopalians have
really fallen down on that one. The Pharisees replied, “Moses
allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce
her.” But Jesus said, “Moses wrote that commandment because of
the hardness of your hearts.” Then he refers back to the creation
story in Genesis 1: “But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made
them male and female.’” Next, he quotes what we read in today’s
first lesson: “For this reason a man shall leave his father and
mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one
flesh.” Then he gives a brief, but very deep, teaching on what that
means: “So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what
God has joined together, let no one separate.” So he’s not saying
that it was wrong of Moses to give permission to divorce.
Sometimes it really needs to happen. Instead he’s directing the
Pharisees to consider God’s original intention for marriage.

I have this thing that I show to couples who want to get married, to
try to impress on them what God’s ideal for marriage is like. I
show them these two pieces of wood that are smooth on the
surfaces where they’re new. I glued them together, and then after



several days I broke them apart with a hammer and chisel, which
took quite a bit of force. And you can see the chisel mark where I
drove it in. That represents the things that cause marriages to break
up. And when I finally got the two pieces apart, each had bits of the
other stuck to it. You always carry something of the other person
with you for the rest of your life. And if you remarry, there’s
always going to be that bit of your ex between you and your new
spouse. It’s impossible for it not to be that way. The moral of my
little show-and-tell is that this is the kind of bond God creates when
two people marry, and it’s how God wants them to stay “until we
are parted by death,” as they say in their marriage vows (BCP 427).
“Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.”

However, you can’t isolate one brief sentence from the rest of
Scripture, and build an entire case on it. That’s called proof-
texting. People do, but it’s wrong. And to lift this one
pronouncement about divorce out of the context of the whole of
Jesus’ ministry and teaching, and the whole of God’s dealings with
his people “from the beginning of creation,” paints a very different
picture than the one God has painted of himself, and has revealed
supremely in Jesus. Yes, divorce is a sin, it’s the sundering of a
relationship that’s been blessed by God and is full of divine
meaning. And as we learn in the New Testament, the most
important thing that marriage is, is an image of the mystical union
between Christ the bridegroom and his bride the Church. That’s
what makes it a sacrament. Christ the bridegroom is eternally
faithful to his bride. He went to the cross in order to save her. She,
on the other hand, is repeatedly unfaithful, full of sin, as are all her
members, all of us. But she’s also full of grace and truth and love
because, despite her filth, the Church is the place into which God
gathers his children, to teach them his ways, to fill them with his
grace, and to raise them up in the new life of his Son. She is holy
in spite of her sin and the sins of her members.

Speaking of unfaithfulness, Mark says that when Jesus was alone
with his disciples after his public encounter with the Pharisees, he

said 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.” That sounds at first like a
further condemnation of divorced people, but he’s actually
asserting the equality of women. In those days, only the man could
initiate a divorce, and he could do it for just about any reason, with
the result that the first thing people thought was that it was the
woman’s fault entirely. Even if he abused her in every possible
way, she was stuck under his roof. And right up to the twentieth
century, divorce reflected far worse on the woman than on the man. 
But with this pronouncement, Jesus is saying the woman has the
same rights in marriage as the man. And even though divorce itself
is a sin, the things that lead to it are often much worse, and so may
be the things that could happen if the couple stays together. But to
marry another is still adultery, Jesus says. And as my little blocks
of wood illustrate, it’s because the second marriage will always
include bits and pieces of the first.

But that’s not Jesus’ last word on the subject. He is the God of
mercy after all, and as the psalmist says, “With him there is
plenteous redemption” (Ps 130:7). Just think of his encounter with the
Samaritan woman at the well (Jn 4). He pointed out that she’d had
seven husbands in her lifetime, and that the man she was living
with at that time wasn’t her husband. But he didn’t condemn her
for all that; he redeemed her because she saw in him the bright
future of a renewed humanity in his kingdom.

The bottom line is that all kinds of behaviors and actions are sinful.
But none of them is unforgivable or beyond redemption. Sin
happens because of the hardness of people’s hearts. And it’s
because of this, Jesus says, that Moses gave that commandment. In
Moses’ day, God’s people were unable to fulfil God’s intention, to
meet his ideal so, NT Wright says, they “needed laws that would
reflect that second-best reality” (Mark for Everyone, 132).
Hardheartedness is our inability to bend our hearts to God’s perfect
will. It can also be our unwillingness to bend for the sake of others



or for the good of relationships. And as long as there is sin, there
will be messy and broken relationships. We’re living in what Bp
Wright calls the “second-best reality,” the one that’s continually
being damaged by all kinds of sin. But we press on because we
follow Jesus, who has filled us with the hope that the best is yet to
come. In the Name of...

a.m.d.g.
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