One of my favorite statements about marriage is: The shortest sentence in the English language is “I am,” the longest is “I do.” A good friend of mine who has been married for more than 40 years once told me, “You know if I had a killed a man, I would have been out in 30 years.”

When a group of people were asked if they could make a statement about marriage, one man said, “I better not say anything. I am a married man.” One wife said, “It depends on the day whether I am for or against it.”

When the subject of marriage comes up, we tend to joke about it and say something witty or sarcastic. But for those of us who are married, if we don’t laugh about it sometimes, we will either cry or kill somebody. And when I am officiating at a wedding, I always warn the groom that sometimes just by the fact that they are a man, you will be in trouble some days.
In our gospel toady, Jesus places the ideal of a permanent loving relationship before us. In a morally loose world that has grown used to:  television soap operas, season-long series and “reality shows,” with their casual sexual situations, language and mores, Jesus’ teaching can sound terribly old-fashioned, even quaint. But besides stating the ideal, isn’t Jesus also suggesting the Good News in his teaching? For those who “accept the kingdom of God like a child,” what the world may consider narrow-minded or outdated and impossible -- is possible. That’s why we gather for Eucharist; we acknowledge we need help to live up to Jesus’ 

teachings and example and we turn to God for help and nourishment.

Jesus says a man who divorces his wife and marries another “commits adultery against her.” (He says the same about women who divorce their

husbands.) In Jesus’ Mediterranean world families arranged marriages and so a woman’s whole family would be shamed if she were divorced. Think of the conflict then between all the male relatives in both families. How often would a divorce lead to bloodshed between such families?  Perhaps the reason divorce was originally prohibited was to prevent such feuding and bloodshed.

Jesus’s hearers would have heard another piece of Good News -- -- for women. In his time men could divorce their wives, “Moses permitted a husband to write a bill of divorce and dismiss her.” But that’s not the plan God had in mind when, “God made them male and female.” What would happen to a woman who was “dismissed” by her husband? At that time she couldn’t go to night school to learn medicine or computer skills. Have you noticed how often prostitutes are mentioned in the Gospels? Is that what happened to “dismissed wives” -- those women, outcasts from their own families, who had to support themselves and their children?

Jesus’ prohibition of divorce by men would be good news to wives who could be easily be put aside and suffer, who knows what fate in their villages? Jesus prohibiting divorce by both men and women was treating both with a kind of equality. It seems women, normally considered insignificant in his world, are recognized by Jesus as having power too.

There were some who interpreted the Mosaic law about divorce rather loosely. Deut. 24:1 gives permission for a man to divorce his wife if he “finds something objectionable about her.” Some thought the “objectionable” thing could be as trivial as poor cooking. So, for example, if a wife burned the pot roast she might find herself “dismissed.”  Who then would support her and her children?  Jesus’ 

teaching about divorce could provide a fixed structure for a couple to live together with some sense of permanence and security -- especially for the women.

We could say our society has come a long way. Still, even today, divorced women and their children become very vulnerable. How many of these women do we know who are trying to hold down jobs and raise their children without the support of their former spouses? Check the poverty rolls. While civil law views marriage as a legal contract, our religious tradition also holds it as a sacrament. God is involved in the union of a man and woman in Christian marriage. And more: the love between them is a sign of Christ’s love for his church.

Mark is a gospel of mercy upon mercy. None of us in the pews can look down our noses at anyone else and claim to be better Christians than they. If we haven’t realized our own sin and asked for forgiveness, can we even claim to be Christian?

Our ideal is a loving and permanent union between a man and a woman in marriage. The whole community benefits from such permanent structures and people of faith see in them signs of God’s abiding presence. Such unions challenge the partners to be faithful, loving and self-sacrificing for one another. This ideal of perfection, which reflects the image of God’s love, is also impossible to achieve on our own without God; still it is worth striving for.

We know from our experience how difficult marriage can be.  When a marriage is failing sometimes nothing remains but hurt and the potential for still more hurt. In such painful circumstances people feel there is little alternative but to end the union and try to begin again. It seems these days this is more and more the case. Those who acknowledge their own failings in marriage and still want to continue following Christ will ask for forgiveness for any part they may have played in the break-up.

It’s a challenge to our Church to consider how we are to treat those sincere and wounded people who have gone through a divorce. While our laws are meant to protect the institution of marriage for the common good, still, Jesus has taught mercy and forgiveness. He kept persons primary in his ministry. How can the Church do the same during this time of crisis for the institution of marriage and the family? While raising up the ideal of marriage, it can also minister to those wounded by their previous experiences in marriage, who now hope to start afresh in new relationships -- and still be full participants in the church.
After I was ordained to the Permanent Diaconate in May 2009, I felt the Holy Spirit calling me to learn how to help people, who have been married in the Church and divorced, seek an annulment in order to get into right relationship with the Church. I am a Procurator, a person who helps couples submit an annulment to the Diocesan Tribunal in order to go through the annulment process. The other fact I have discovered is that there aren’t many more areas in our Catholic tradition that more misunderstood and create a lot of negative emotions than annulments. Yet, we go through these processes not as punishment for those who got divorced but because the Church upholds the sanctity and permanency of the Sacrament of Marriage so much that marriage is always considered valid until otherwise proven different regardless of the circumstance of the divorce.

We should not be afraid to revere marriage as a valued and holy state, regardless of what our culture says or thinks. We should profess the importance of a lasting marriage commitment. But when a marriage fails, we should be the first to welcome a divorced parent, child, brother or sister. Others may judge them and some may try to keep them away. But we should echo the words of Jesus and say: Let them come to me. Do not prevent them, because the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.
How will we be more merciful and non judgmental this coming week to our families and or brothers and sisters in Christ?
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