Is it legal?  Is it moral?
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“What God has joined together, let no one separate.”  I guess those words are the basis for our notion that marriages are made in heaven, and wouldn’t it be wonderful if that were so, if all marriages were of heavenly fabric, woven of heaven’s own love, joy, peace, if marriage were a divine friendship?  Wouldn’t it be great if all married couples listened to each other divinely, as sacred friends, fully attentive, caring, compassionate?  Wouldn’t it be grand if all married couples spoke to each other like angels singing, with friendship words as tender caresses, each singing to the other the powerful love song which empowers the other?  Wouldn’t it be marvelous if marriage were a heavenly fabric, in which to live each day as a sacred dance of love and friendship?


If only it were so, and maybe sometimes it is.  But you and I are well aware of too many marriages which are anything but loving friendships, marriages which aren’t heavenly but hellish, not sacred dances but diabolically bloody battles, not love songs, but death dirges.  And we are aware, too, of other marriages which aren’t that hostile, but certainly aren’t heavenly friendships, either, because these marriages mostly tear down rather than building up.


It’s a tearing down which happens when acts of friendship – attentive listening, tender speaking, shared laughter – are rare.  Instead, it’s disengaged silence.  Or it isn’t silent but noisy, replete with the noise of criticism, fault-finding, nagging.  Or it’s a me first kind of marriage, with you not even second in my priorities, my time and attention focused elsewhere.  Or maybe it’s a marriage committed to faithfulness, if faithfulness is defined as “not messing around outside the marriage,” but it’s not a commitment to faithfulness, if faithfulness includes profound intimacy inside the marriage.  These marriages may not be physically dangerous, but they squash dreams and potential and stunt the spirit of human beings, a stifling which may seem benign but is truly a malignant smothering of God’s children and indeed a tearing down of the institution of marriage, leaving something which in no way approximates the joyous liberation to grow and build, that growing and building real friendships encourage.

Marriages which are diabolically dangerous, marriages which lock God’s children into a stifling way of life, yet this passage from the gospel of Mark claims that never ever is there to be a divorce.  Honestly, when I realized that the lectionary passage appointed for today is a Bible passage which makes that NO DIVORCE! claim, what seems to me a cruel claim, sometimes a killing claim, I came real close to ignoring the lectionary and choosing another passage.

True, this passage does offer something good for people living in healthy marriages, encouraging them to tend their marriages, to tend that friendship well.  But, that said, it seems to me that overall this passage has done more harm than good.  It’s been used as a whip of righteousness to force people to stay in marriages which are emotionally and spiritually dangerous, and which may be physically deadly.  That use of this passage has left too many people depressed and despairing and maybe endangered, yet burdened with overwhelming guilt, lest they even think about getting out, getting free, getting healthy in new life.


Furthermore, it’s not only people in damaging marriages who have gotten hurt by those who use this passage as a righteous whip.  This same passage has been used as a warrant to bash and batter God’s homosexual children who don’t fit the one man/one woman mold.  Never mind that they weren’t created to fit that one mold; never mind that the Creator isn’t confined to creating only what fits one mold; never mind that so many homosexual couples live in committed loving friendships which could well be used as good role models for heterosexual marriages – refusing to acknowledge any of that, the whip wielders put on their blinders and will not see that the loving friendships of homosexual partners are loving friendships and indeed loving friendships blessed by God.
Instead, they use this passage as license to condemn those relationships as something dirty and sordid, to be bashed and battered in the name of Jesus, as if that’s something Jesus would do or would encourage us to do.  So, I came close to skipping this passage, and you may be wondering why I didn’t.  Well, maybe I just wanted to do a little bashing myself, of the way this passage is used to spew bad news, instead of proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ, about a loving God who wants for us true friendships, not marriages that are hellish, not marriages which stifle the human spirit, not relationships confined to one cookie cutter shape.  And if the whip wielders must shout bad news, divorce as sinful, why is it that they don’t shout the good news with equal fervor, that God’s loving mercy trumps sin, that God’s loving mercy wraps around endings to birth new life?

So, did I choose this passage so I could bash its wrongful use?  Well, that was part of it, but there was something else.  I noticed in this passage something which is good for all of us, whether we’re heterosexual or homosexual, married or single.  It may get neglected, midst the emotionally charged topic of marriage and divorce, but it’s so important, this passage’s reminder about something ultimately good and helpful.  Notice with me that in this story Jesus actually answers two questions, the one the Pharisees asked, but also, one they didn’t ask.
The first question:  “Is it legal for a man to divorce his wife?”  The answer:  “Yes, according to Mosaic law.”  The second question?  It would go something like this:  “Even if divorce is legal, is it moral?”  The answer, “No.”  Did Jesus really say that?  Maybe so, but I think we can be certain that, in line with everything else Jesus said about the value of human beings, he would have answered very differently had the question been posed about marriages which are physically, emotionally or spiritually harmful.  But, be that as it may, set aside for a moment the focus on marriage and divorce, and look at what Jesus is doing in this story, how he moves the question from the limited purview of legality to the larger, higher, deeper sphere of morality – is it legal, but then, is it moral?

Now certainly, what’s legal may at the same time be moral.  But that’s not always the case, is it?  For example, is it legal for the whip wielders to use this passage to keep people in bad marriages, insisting that divorce is a worse sin than abuse?  Well, yes; so long as the abuse is not physically life-threatening, so long as it’s “only” verbal, “only” emotional and spiritual abuse, it’s legal to use this passage’s dictate as if it were the literal word of God.  But is it moral to do that?  Is it moral to use this passage to lock people into harmful marriages?  Indeed, is it moral to portray a Jesus who cares more about the institution of marriage than about the human beings who are married?
And what about condemning homosexuals:  is it legal to use this Bible passage to degrade and dehumanize homosexuals, to say mean things to and about them?  Well, again, so long as the abuse is “only” verbal, doesn’t move into harassment or threat or physical violence, it’s legal to use this passage that way.  But is it moral?  I think we know what Jesus would say about that, since over and over again he defined morality as loving God and loving your neighbor as yourself.
The question of morality:  thing is, usually it’s easier to answer the question of legality.  To be sure, laws have loop holes and various interpretations, but rarely is there as much gray area as in matters of morality.  Right from the git go the morality question raises gray area questions, like, is morality a matter of what you actually do, or can you be immoral because of what you don’t do, or because of what you’re thinking?  Or suppose a law is doing harm, yet you remain silently submissive to it:  is your law-abiding behavior moral?  Is it moral to provide secure safety for your own children, while not working just as energetically to provide safety and security for all children, be they Christian, Jewish, Muslim or any child?  And if we see and are outraged by a political leader’s sexual impropriety, as well we should be, but then turn a blind eye to another politician who spins truth to fit an agenda not for the common good– is that politician’s behavior moral, and is our self-imposed blindness any more moral?

Moving the question from legality to morality, this passage can jog us out of intellectual, social, theological malaise, lest in laziness we content ourselves with legality and legalism and fail to live morally.  But, asking the moral question can be like opening Pandora’s box, compelling us to let the question of morality critique everything we think, everything we say, everything we do.  Morality isn’t confined to the milieu of marriage, nor is it limited to sexual behavior, though there are people who hear the word “moral” and immediately think “sex.”  Morality has to do with every sphere of our living, with every encounter we have with our planet and with our planet’s inhabitants.  Little wonder that we might prefer to content ourselves with the easy way out, to focus with tunnel vision on what’s legal, instead of living every moment self-conscious about what we are thinking, saying, and doing, constantly asking the morality question about ourselves and our society.
But, you know, if people lived like that, we might discover good news in and for this world.  Indeed, we might find ourselves living the Good News of Jesus Christ, not in wars which divorce nation from nation, but in loving fidelity to our neighbors, to live as we were created to live, joined together in one human family of friends, always both self-conscious and conscious of the other, together asking and seeking to answer both questions:  Is it legal?  Is it moral?
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