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Come  Holy  Spirit,  give  life  to  my  words.  
  
In  the  name  of  God,  creator,  redeemer  and  giver  of  life.  
  
Amen.  
  
How many times have we heard today’s gospel 
and focused on the references to the man/woman 
relationships? 
 
Or, maybe we pass right over that section 
because we either don’t understand the context 
or simply don’t want to unpack all of it. 
 
Maybe, we just jump to the little children 
gathered around Jesus, embraced and 
blessed by him. 
 
It’s really tempting to just go there 
because it appears to be another 
wonderful vision of Jesus as 
The Good Shepherd, the one 
who gathers and protects.   
 
And let’s admit it, 
we’d all rather hear about 
The Good Shepherd embracing children 
than a strident Jesus  
arguing with the Pharisees yet again. 
 
Am I right? 
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But do we cheat ourselves by 
skipping over those scripture 
passages that require us to  
really dig in, perform a little research, 
and challenge our desires for the 
Uncomplicated Word? 
 
I know divorce is a touchy subject. 
 
As many of you know, I do work in the legal field. 
 
 
I’ve had the opportunity over the years 
to see the worst of the worst.   
 
Divorce often is contentious, emotional,  
filled with anger and fear and  
often times leaves scars of guilt and shame  
on the hearts of two who at one point in time 
likely couldn’t take their eyes  
off each other.   
 
Everyone involved 
suffers some trauma 
whether they are willing 
to admit it or not. 
 
Maybe that’s the aspect of divorce 
that Jesus rails against. 
 
At the time Jesus lived and walked 
among humanity,  
divorce was just as important an issue 
as it is for many today. 
 
Divorce is and was a complicated matter. 
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In the first century, there were differing views  
between Jews and Romans  
and also within Judaism.  
 
It’s important to note, I believe, 
that there is not agreement even  
within the New Testament. 
 
So what do we need to know 
about the life in the first century 
to grasp the context of this passage? 
 
Marriage in the first century 
was a property contract. 
 
Marriages were very seldom  
built on a loving relationship. 
 
The function of marriage was 
was centered on acquiring 
property, status and honor 
between two families. 
 
To this day, marriage 
results in legal obligations 
with regard to property, 
even if a person holds 
themselves out to the public 
as being married without  
a certificate of marriage. 
 
In short, there were no, 
well maybe one or two, 
googly eyed brides and grooms 
in first century Palestine. 
 
It’s important to Remember,  
at the time, 
the world was patriarchal. 
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Among Jews, technically only the husband 
could divorce his wife. 
 
However, in Roman society, a wife could 
divorce her husband. 
 
As a result, Jews believed that Romans 
and other non-Jews had much weaker 
standards. 
 
The Pharisees take their understanding 
of divorce from a commandment given 
by Moses found in the law section of 
scripture set forth in Deuteronomy. 
 
What is at the heart of the section 
in Deuteronomy is the statement 
that the husband can divorce his  
wife if he finds something objectionable in his wife.   
 
At the time, there were two schools 
of thought on what constituted objectionable. 
 
A liberal interpretation which basically 
meant anything the husband found to  
be objectionable, the way she wore her hair, 
the dinner he didn't like, anything at all. 
 
And a conservative interpretation which 
understood objectionable to be   
serious immorality on the part of the wife. 
 
The Pharisees are trying to learn 
which interpretation is going to  
be supported by this new teacher. 
 
The One who speaks out of a deep 
relationship with God. 
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Jesus’ response clearly puts him 
in the conservative camp thus  
reaffirming God’s steadfast 
concern for those who do  
not sit in the halls of power. 
 
Being a divorced woman in the first century 
was a one way ticket to abject  
poverty and alienation from the community. 
 
Jesus makes it clear to the Pharisees 
that this is not God’s desire. 
 
That a husband cannot interpret Moses’ 
commandment allowing him to divorce 
a wife for inconsequential matters of dislike. 
 
God is intent on the well being 
of the whole community and  
when actions of one imperil another,  
God desires that the person at 
risk be attended to and cared for.    
 
I think it’s obvious to us today 
that neither party to a divorce 
is undeserving of care and  
compassion. 
 
But there are real consequences 
to divorce that may not be apparent  
to the casual onlooker. 
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A study conducted by 
Drs. Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher  
found: 
 

-‐ divorcing individuals need more than a 30% increase in income, on average, to maintain 
the same standard of living they had prior to their divorce; 
 

-‐ Approximately one in five women fall into poverty as a result of divorce;  
 

-‐ Three out of four divorced mothers don’t receive full payment of child support; and  
 

-‐ Approximately one in three women who own a home and have children at home when 
they divorce lose their homes. 

 
For many of us who work 
in and among the homeless 
we hear story after story 
of the effects of divorce 
or broken relationships. 
 
The stories of ensuing  
loss and poverty. 
 
Gandhi put it this way:  
 
poverty is the greatest form of violence. 
 
The effects are not just limited to women.   
Waite and Gallagher report also: 
 

-‐ Most men experience a loss in their standard of living in the years after a divorce, as 
well, a loss generally of about 10%–40%, depending on circumstances.  

 
And as we all might imagine,  
these effects extend beyond 
the individuals involved in a 
particular divorce and encompass 
the whole community. 
 

-‐ A national study estimated the cost of family breakdown in the United States at more 
than $100 billion a year. 
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It is clear that a free and just 
society realizes that sometimes 
divorce is necessary. 
 
There are times when divorce  
is the healthiest and safest  
action for the good of the parties involved. 
 
That same society also realizes  
assistance will be needed 
by some in the form of food, 
utility assistance, and  
affordable housing. 
 
It’s just that it seem we’ve reached  
the day and age when  
the need surpasses the 
availability of assistance. 
 
As a result, many of our neighbors 
have fallen into poverty. 
 
Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutierrez 
states, 
 
First, material poverty is never good but an evil to be opposed.  
"It is not simply an occasion for charity  
but a degrading force that denigrates human dignity  
and ought to be opposed and rejected." 
 
Second, poverty is not a result of fate or laziness,  
but is due to structural injustices  
that privilege some while marginalizing others.  
"Poverty is not inevitable .." 
 
and  
 
Third, poverty is a complex reality  
and is not limited to its economic dimension.  
To be poor is to be insignificant.  
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This I believe is at the  
heart of Jesus’ message 
in today’s gospel. 
 
One person’s well being 
should not be reliant 
on the arbitrary actions 
of another. 
 
Two additional studies 
on the economic effects 
of divorce found the following: 
 

-‐ women who divorced in the previous 12 months  
were more likely to receive public assistance,  
more likely to be in poverty and  

more likely to have less household income than recently divorced men. 

 For example, 27 percent of women who divorced in the past 
12 months had less than $25,000 in annual household income compared with 17 percent of 
recently divorced men. 

 Similarly, women who divorced in the past 12 months were more likely than recently 
divorced men to be in poverty (22 percent compared with 11 percent). 

 
I’m not offering these 
facts to indict one gender 
over another 
or castigate those who 
have lived through a divorce. 
 
I offer this information because 
I believe that it gives us a view 
into the effects that Jesus  
might have understood 
at the time of his encounter 
with the Pharisees. 
 
What does all of this mean 
for us here today? 
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What do we do with  
this information 
now that we have it? 
 
Can we let go of judgment 
and instead embrace 
compassion? 
 
Can we open our hearts 
and minds to this information 
and act to lessen 
the exceedingly harmful effects  
on those who experience them? 
 
Does this information help us 
to form a new view of our 
neighbors who go without shelter, 
who stand on the corner looking for change, 
who find themselves desperately 
searching trash cans to assuage their hunger? 
 
Gustavo Gutierrez again: 
 
Christians have not  
perceived clearly enough yet  
that to know God is to do justice.  
 
They have yet to tread the path  
that will lead them to seek effectively  
the peace of the Lord in the heart of social struggle. 
 
I believe we can no longer turn a 
blind eye to the plight of 
our neighbors who suffer 
at the powers, laws, and policies 
which leave them unsheltered, 
hungry, impoverished, and 
ostracized. 
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I believe we need to  
make a conscious choice to 
choose the way of Jesus. 
 
To walk amongst those in  
need and truly see them, 
and know them. 
 
I believe we need not harden our hearts 
but instead open our hearts  
to know and to share the compassion of Jesus. 


