
TWENTY-SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

 

Our Scripture passage comes from the Gospel of Mark 10:2–16. This reading presents Jesus’ 

response to the Pharisees who question Him on the lawfulness of divorce. Rather than respond to 

their challenge with a simple answer, Jesus provides a teaching that offers guiding principles of 

discipleship for Christians of all times. Let’s look more closely at this interesting passage to see 

what lessons it offers for us. 

 

One of the first things to note is that the question posed to Jesus was clearly identified as 

a test. The Pharisees were attempting to draw Jesus into an issue that was pervasive, explosive 

and divisive especially in the political and cultural world of our Lord. Rather than shying away 

from the test, Jesus responds in a way that authentically and challengingly reveals the divine will 

of God. In order to understand the controversial intensity of the issue of divorce, we should 

remember that John the Baptist was beheaded for his verbal opposition to the divorce of Herod 

Antipas and his subsequent remarriage to his brother’s (former) wife. Now the Pharisees were 

confronting Jesus on the same controversial issue while the Lord was still in Herod’s dangerous 

territory!  

 

There was no unified opinion on the issue of divorce in the ancient Jewish world, 

although some scriptural texts of the Old Testament do explicitly oppose it (see Mal 2:16). Some 

groups prohibited it (Essenes) while other groups did allow it and focused their discussion on the 

various possible grounds by which it could be allowed. The School of Hillel taught that a man 

could divorce his wife even if she burned his dinner, while the Rabbi Akiba taught that divorce 

was permitted if a man found another woman more beautiful.1 Divorce in the Roman world was 

also pervasive and permissive. Seneca was quoted as saying, “Is there any woman who blushes 

at divorce, now that certain distinguished and aristocratic women reckon their years, not by 

consuls but by the number of their husbands?  They leave home in order to marry, and marry in 

order to divorce.”2 It is in the context of this cultural and religious atmosphere that Jesus 

responds by reminding the Pharisees of the purpose of Moses’ regulations regarding divorce: 

They were intended to reduce the harm already being caused rather than to endorse the 

acceptance of a practice. Moses required the writing of a decree of divorce in recognition of the 

people’s hardness of heart and not in witness to the divine will (see Dt 24:1–4). In light of this 

controversial situation, it is worth reflecting on how our current society views marriage and how 

disciples are to respond.  

 

What is the difference between something that is commanded, permitted, or regulated?  

How is our current secular world similar to the ancient world of Jesus and the Roman 

Empire when it comes to marriage and divorce?   

What aspects of marriage are controversial today and how are disciples “tested” to draw 

them into that controversy in an unfavorable way?   

 
1 Retrieved August 29, 2015 by Newmark, J. “The Benefit of Irreconcilable Differences”: 

http://njjewishnews.com/article/28181/the-benefit-of-irreconcilable-differences#.VeHYGlbg5Vt   
2 Seneca, On Benefits 3:16 – as quoted by Hopkins, K. Death and Renewal: Volume 2: Sociological Studies in 

Roman History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 94.  



How can disciples today safeguard their marriages against the destructive influences of 

The cultural world in which we live?   

How do disciples know when they have unwittingly accepted the destructive practices and 

perceptions of a secular world?   

 

After clarifying the reason why Moses regulated the practice of divorce (hardness of heart), Jesus 

then goes on to remind the audience of God’s original intention and will. The texts of Genesis 

1:27 and 2:24 form the basis of our Lord’s response. It is important to note that this divine 

intention is expressed prior to the introduction of sin in Genesis 3:1–24. It is one thing for Moses 

to regulate what was happening because of the people’s hardness of heart, but it is quite another 

thing to fulfill what God’s perfect intention is for humanity. By answering in this way, Jesus is 

giving disciples of all times an important insight into how we are to act in the various 

circumstances we face. Rather than responding in a way that conforms to the practices around us, 

or settling for what is permissible, disciples should strive to fulfill in all things the ultimate will 

of God from the beginning. The presence of sin always weakens our ability to fully live out 

God’s will for our lives, but the grace of Christ has the power to sustain us even in our weakness 

(see Rom 5:20).  

 

When we pause in the midst of a crisis or controversy and seek God’s original intention 

for humanity, it becomes easier to understand the ways in which we have deviated from the 

Lord’s will. Our starting point for seeking resolution to any issue should be in the original (that 

is, Pre-Fall) will of God. It is only when we strive to fulfill God’s will in its originality that we 

can hope to live as faithful disciples and be guided through the stormy waters of human 

weakness. This possible restoration and pursuit of the original will of God is one of the graces 

Jesus offers us as His disciples. The Gospel of Mark starts with the word “Beginning” (Mk 1:1, 

compare Jn 1:1), which alludes to the Book of Genesis and indicates that the ministry of Jesus 

will initiate a new creation so that those who follow the Lord (disciples) can share once again in 

the divinely intended way of life. Humanity, divided by sin, can become united with the grace of 

Christ, which overcomes all things. The union of husband and wife who become one flesh is the 

perfect symbol for the fullness of reconciliation and reunification our Lord desires for all people. 

Situations of human weakness may warrant pastoral accommodation and regulation, but such 

exceptions should not form the foundation or vision of Christian life or marriage.  

 

How can the practice of remembering God’s original intention help bring clarity to 

complex situations you are facing?   

In what ways are you tempted to live a faith life that is conformed to the practices around 

you, and how does the practice of recalling God’s intention for your life challenge you to 

aspire for greater holiness?   

For what situation in your life do you wish you could go back to “the beginning” and 

start over in the right way?   

How can a faith community show pastoral sensitivity for situations of human weakness 

and failure while also upholding the divine intention for human marriage?   

 

A further development in Jesus’ teaching about the nature of marriage occurs when the Lord 

states, “What God has joined together let no man separate.” That statement reminds Christian 

disciples that marriage is to be understood primarily as a manifestation of divine will and not as 



mere human selection. This elevation of the nature of marriage is something that surpassed the 

mindset of Jesus’ time. It should be remembered that marriage existed as a natural bond between 

two people for thousands of years before Jesus. This natural bond of human relationship was 

sometimes used to seal national alliances, family economies and other strategic partnerships. 

Most of these marriages were contracts arranged by the parents with the bride and groom having 

little to do with the process. The natural bond of marriage also can exist when a man and woman 

freely choose to seal their love for one another as a committed relationship. Such marriages 

expressing the natural bond continue to occur throughout the world today with varying frequency 

depending upon a specific culture.  

 

What makes the marriage between two Christians unique and distinct is that they share in 

a supernatural bond, not just a natural bond. The marriage of Christians is the fulfillment and 

manifestation of God’s will for two people. Thus, Christian marriage is not so much based on 

human selection of a spouse but on human participation in and discernment of God’s selection of 

a spouse. For this reason Christian marriage is both a vocation (calling from God) and a 

Sacrament (sharing in God’s grace). In a Christian marriage the couple is called by God to 

manifest the very self-giving, creative, redemptive, sanctifying, and sacrificial love of Jesus in 

their lives with one another. In doing so, the couple themselves become the ministers of the 

Sacrament to one another as the love Jesus has for the Church is mirrored in their marriage. This 

is an understanding of marriage that exceeds that of the mere natural bond. When Sacramental 

marriage truly exists as it is intended, it is indissoluble. The permanence of marriage is not based 

on the strength of the couple’s commitment but on the unchanging will of God who destined the 

spouses for each other.  

 

By embracing and faithfully living out the commitment to love one another in the 

example of Jesus, a Christian married couple enters into an irrevocable covenant with one 

another and God. This covenantal understanding is very different from the contractual 

understanding involved in a marriage based only on the natural bond. Because a Christian 

marriage involves the presence of God, the couple is called to embody and reflect holiness in 

their lives and mission. Given the cultural atmosphere of divorce in Jesus’ time, our Lord’s 

insistence on the permanence of a Sacramental marriage was more radical and demanding then 

than it is now. Saint Paul reinforced this insistence on the permanence of marriage (see 1 Cor 

7:10). The Church faces the great challenge of preserving the Lord’s teaching on the permanence 

of Christian marriage and ministering to people who have suffered the painful and damaging 

effects of divorce. Jesus reveals that Christian marriage is a participation in the divine will so 

that those disciples preparing to marry will do so with awareness, prayerfulness, intentionality, 

honesty, and resolve.  

 

What does a person look for in a spouse when they pursue marriage as a partnership?   

What does a person look for in a spouse when they pursue marriage as a loving union?   

What does a person look for in a spouse when they pursue marriage as a divinely- 

intended Sacrament?   

How can a faith community help couples understand marriage as a Sacrament (covenant 

with God) and not just a natural bond (contract)?   

 

The passage ends with what appears to be an unrelated scene of the disciples preventing children 



from coming to Jesus and of our Lord’s acceptance and blessing of the little ones. However, the 

situational context of this teaching on the need to welcome children should not be 

underestimated in terms of its connection to the teaching on marriage. Namely, welcoming 

children is a natural part of the mission of Christian marriage. With this contextual interpretation 

in mind, we can better understand why our Lord grew “angry” with the disciples for preventing 

the children from coming to Him. We can also understand why our Lord embraced them and 

blessed them when others rebuked them. One of the essential missions of marriage is that of 

welcoming children into the world and bringing them to the Lord so as to become disciples. By 

fulfilling this mission, both the world and the Church are enriched. This teaching is important 

because not all married couples welcome children in acceptance of the divine will for Christian 

marriage. This was true in the ancient pagan world of the Roman Empire in which Mark’s 

Gospel was written. One of the Roman poets wrote, “She who wants to appear beautiful, aborts” 

(Latin: Nunc uterum vitiat quae vult formosa videri).3 This observation indicates that some 

Roman women considered children to be a threat to their beauty and terminated pregnancies 

rather than risk anything that might diminish their attractiveness. So predominant was this 

hedonistic attitude and destructive action against children that Seneca actually praised his mother 

for having three children when he wrote:  

 
“Shamelessness, the greatest evil of our age has never attracted you, as it has the majority of 

women … you have never been ashamed about the number of your children, as if they taunted 

you with your age; unlike other women whose beauty is their only recommendation, you have 

never tried to conceal your pregnancy as though it were an indecent burden; nor have you crushed 

the hope of children already conceived inside you.”4  

 

Musonius Rufus further commented in the first century AD, “What appears terrible to me 

is that some people, not even having the excuse of poverty, but being well-off and some even 

rich, nevertheless presume not to nurture their children, so that the children born previously may 

be better off. They impiously contrive the prosperity of their children by the murder of their 

siblings; that is, they destroy their brothers and sisters, so that the earlier children may have a 

greater share of the inheritance.”5  

 

The actions of preventing children continued well into the early Church so that Ambrose 

of Milan (Easter Sermons 5:58) and Caesarius of Arles (5th century) both fought against the 

killing of children through exposure or abortion. These ancient testimonies bear witness that 

children were oftentimes falsely perceived as liabilities that threatened the superficial pleasures 

of life. The same restrictive attitude towards children can be present in our culture today when 

married couples falsely perceive children to be a threat to their freedom, pleasure, and finances. 

Jesus’ words of anger and reprimand to such an attitude are a constant reminder that the most 

vulnerable in our midst warrant our greatest protection and care. This passage reminds us that 

children are an essential part of the divinely intended purpose of marriage and never separate 

 
3 Ovid. “Nux, 23” in Art of Love and Other Poems, Loeb Classical Library 232, Ovid vol. II, Trans. By J. H. Mozley 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), p. 294.  
4 Seneca. “To Helvia, 16” in Minor Dialogues Together with the Dialog "On Clemency" Book XI; Trans. by 

Stewart, A. (Cambridge: Trinity College, 1900), pp. 320-352; or see Hopkins, K. Death and Renewal: Volume 2: 

Sociological Studies in Roman History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 96.  
5 Musonius Rufu, Frag. 15b, Leipzig: Ed. O. Hense, 1905; as quoted by Hopkins, K. Death and Renewal: Volume 2: 

Sociological Studies in Roman History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 96.  



from it. Indeed, disciples must let the children come to Jesus and be who are born into loving 

Christian families that welcome them and foster their growth in faith and virtue.  

 

How do couples today perceive children as a threat to their desired lifestyle?   

How can a faith community help parents bring their children to Jesus so as to become 

disciples?   

What would Jesus say to our society regarding our attitude towards 

children?   

What are some of the obstacles that prevent children from effectively encountering 

Jesus today? 

As you pray over the above reflections, how do you think the Sacrament of Marriage and 

the openness to children have been diminished, undermined, and damaged by our current 

secular values of materialism, libertarianism, hedonism, consumerism, utilitarianism, 

relativism—and by our disposable society?   

What Christian values can serve as anecdotes for these infectious social ills?   



 


