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Oil & Wine  27th Sunday in Ordinary Time 4 October 2009
• Gen 2:18-24  • Ps 128 (127):1-6  • Heb 2:9-11  • Mark 10:2-16

Marriage is described as an increasingly vulnerable institution in our times, or as one that has diverse meanings for many people. We all know of women and men where separation or divorce has resulted in re-marriage or de facto relationships, and where the resulting family structure may be blended families of children and stepchildren, or children suffering the instability of moving between parents to enable ‘equal access’ to their mother and father. Tragically, in some instances, children are used by their parents as go-between pawns to play off and denigrate the other partner. Then there is the subtle pressure on governments to recognise gay partnerships as ‘marriages,’ and the delicate tightrope that the churches must walk between upholding the dignity of marriage and marital relationships as those between a man and a woman, the condemnation of any form of homophobia, and the recognition of the fidelity and loving stability of relationships that can exist between people of the same sex. 
Marriages do fail, but that does not tame our dreams and – perhaps with the exception of multimillionaire celebrities – it would be unusual to meet an engaged couple who want to give their futures to one another “till it doesn’t work out, till you get sick, till you go broke …” And so we come to the Lectionary readings for this Sunday.
“It is not good that the man should be alone,” the Genesis reading begins – nor is it good for the woman or the child, for our fundamental human need is to bond with one another. We have all heard of the tragic effects on babies who do not experience adequate love, especially newborns who, for example, in understaffed and under-resourced orphanages, are deprived of sufficient human touch and who, even if they survive, may be psychologically scarred by such deprivation. Our identity, our sense of self-worth and maturity are shaped by the quality of our bonding with significant other people. The beautifully poetic and highly symbolic Genesis narrative is an expression of such truth. 
God invites man (adam) to share the decision about who will be an ‘ezer’, a partner with him. This Hebrew word is sometimes translated as ‘helper,’ which gives it the suggestion of subservience or inequality, but that is a poor translation in this context. God is also called an ‘ezer’ (e.g. Ex 18:4; Ps 121 (120):1-2), and the word denotes a partnership of blessing. In the Genesis narrative, all God’s creatures pass before the man who names them, but does not find his partner in any of them. So God then takes the initiative, casting a deep sleep on the man to indicate that what happens now is a profound mystery, a deliberate and unique act of God’s creative love in which the man has no part. The man has been made from inanimate dust (Gen 2:7), but his partner is ‘built’ by God from his ‘rib’, not to indicate any physiological operation, but to emphasise by poetic symbol that woman is of the same human substance, bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh, an equal human being made in the image of God. ‘Bone and flesh’ can also be understood figuratively, with ‘bone’ standing for strength and ‘flesh’ for weakness. In their bonding, therefore, the man and woman encompass the entire range of human characteristics. Like a delighted matchmaker, God presents the gift of his new companion to the man, and the first words of humanity recorded in Genesis are a love song to the one who is three times hailed as “this one” with whom there is to be a mutual and lasting relationship. The last verse of today’s reading is thrown back from later reflection as a comment that, even in a patriarchal society, a man is to disengage himself from his family of origin in order to give the first priority to bonding with his wife and becoming “one flesh” with her.  This means more than physical sexual union, although it includes this. ‘Flesh’ in Hebrew means the whole human person, the spiritual as well as the physical, with all the wonder and all the limitations of our humanity. 
The responsorial Ps 128 (127) is another song of ascents that pilgrims sang as they went up to the Temple in Jerusalem. They rejoice in God’s blessings which enhance their lives and bring them to human fulfilment in two basic aspects: work and marriage. People work, but the fruitfulness of their labour is a blessing from God; men and women marry, but the fruitfulness of their union in the birth and growth of their children is also a blessing from God. As we pray this psalm today, we might bring into the presence of God at our eucharistic table not only those families for whom a happy dwelling place and peaceful relationships are a blessed reality, but also those for whom these are shattered hopes and seemingly impossible dreams.    
It is obvious why the Genesis reading is twinned with today’s gospel. Some Pharisees approach Jesus to confront him over his interpretation of scripture. As a specific example, they raise the question of how he understands divorce, whether it is lawful for a man to ‘send away’ his wife. Jesus meets their challenge by asking them another question. What does the Mosaic law teach about divorce? The Pharisees readily quote Deut 24:1-4 which states that a man can divorce his wife simply by writing a bill of divorce and then sending her away. Then Jesus then shifts the argument away from the interpretation of this text that in 1st century Palestine could range from the stringent to the permissive. The key phrase in Jesus’ reply are his words: “Because of your hardness of heart.” Therefore he goes beyond legalistic arguments about “What is lawful?” to the more positive discussion of the plan of God for relationships between men and women, and so the focus of the discussion becomes marriage, not divorce. Jesus offers to the Pharisees a prophetic challenge that draws on God’s creative and loving purpose according to the Genesis tradition that we have heard in the first reading. “From the beginning God made them male and female” (Gen 1:27) and “the two shall become one flesh,” fully human, equal and complementary partners.
On the last two Sundays we have heard Jesus’ predictions of his passion, the misunderstanding of his disciples, and his instruction on true discipleship. It is in the flow of this section of Mark’s gospel that today’s reading is situated. For Christian disciples, fidelity in marriage makes great demands; it is never a cheap grace. Jesus refers to Moses’ concession about divorce as being because of the people’s “hardness of heart.” If we translate this literally from the Greek it reads “cardiosclerosis” – a sickness of the hardened heart! This is not what God intended, but something that has infected the bonding between women and men.
“In the house,” in response to his disciples’ questions, Jesus explains his teaching even further. This probably reflects Mark’s determination to affirm Jesus’ teaching for the households of his church and the need for Christian married fidelity in the Greco-Roman culture where divorce was common, and women could also divorce their husbands. What Jesus teaches his disciples is not only uncompromising; it is also counter-cultural, condemning the double standard that interprets the Mosaic law as allowing men to divorce their wives but denies such action to women. Not only does a woman who has been divorced by her husband and marries again commit adultery but – and Jesus says the unthinkable – a divorced man who marries again also commit adultery! This, however, should be the consequence of the equality and complementarity of those who are “one flesh.”
Jesus’ words about marriage flow smoothly into his blessing of the children that people (most likely their mothers) were bringing to him. The memory of the disciples is very short; they have forgotten how Jesus so recently placed a child in their midst, embraced the child and indicated that such a little one, like those without any status or power, was to be welcomed. They are again very quick with their rebuke of the parents, much to the indignation of Jesus who knows how much ‘exorcising’ of his disciples’ distorted attitudes still needs to be done, because the kingdom of heaven belongs to those who are not ‘childish’ but who are not dominating, and who are eagerly and lovingly receptive to others as is a child.
Jesus’ teaching on marriage has left the church a two-fold legacy. The first is to continue his prophetic defence of marriage, not only through opposing deviant cultural trends, but also through the evolution of positive marriage programs that involve married couples who can speak honestly about the ‘flesh and bone,’ the strengths and weaknesses that are to be experienced in married life. Secondly, to constantly reflect on and discern, in the Spirit of Jesus, the church’s theological position and pastoral concern regarding those who have suffered the pain of divorce. Jesus gives us a vision of what marriage should be, but he also has no word of condemnation of ‘the divorced,’ gives a special mission to the  much-married Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (John 4:17-18), and defends a woman about to be stoned for adultery (John 8:3-11).
Today we begin six weeks of Sunday readings from the Letter to the Hebrews. The author of this Letter reminds us that through his incarnation Jesus enters into full human solidarity with humanity. He became one of us, bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh. For him there is no shame in becoming for a little while “lower than the angels,” and accepting to be dispossessed of divine privileges so that he might experience and absorb into himself all our human infirmities. He can call us his brothers and sisters for whom he tasted death so that we might taste eternal life. He is the pioneer of our salvation, the one who makes a path for us by walking the right human way to the Father and enabling us to follow.
Like Jesus, Benedict did not want his monks to suffer from hardness of heart, from anything that would weaken the commitment to God in the ‘heart,’ which is a biblical metaphor for our deepest personal truth. In the very first verse of the Rule, Benedict has spoken of listening with “the ears of your heart” (RB Prol 1), and in verse 10, quoting Ps 95 (94):8, he recognises that to hear God’s voice demands the daily receptivity of a heart that does not suffer the spiritual sickness of ‘cardiosclerosis’: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.” In RB 7, ‘On Humility,’ Benedict also makes frequent mention of the heart. It is the truth of the person which God searches and knows, and what the monk must honestly search if he is to guard himself from his own sinfulness (cf. RB 7.14, 18). True humility is not feigned or superficial, but is a totally sincere response of those who know their place before a loving God. The monk to whom the abbot must give special personal witness of the Lord’s commands is described as ‘recalcitrant,’ a translation of the Latin meaning ‘with a hard heart’ (RB2.12). To have healed, receptive hearts is a challenge for every Christian, especially in our own times when, as Benedict goes on to say with a profound sense of ecclesial belonging, “Whoever has ears for hearing should listen to what the Spirit says to the churches” (RB Prol 11; Rev 2:7).   
