Divorce  -  by Fr. Terrence Bennis, Gary, IN
Divorce was a hot topic under discussion within rabbinic circles.  Now, it might   well be that the Pharisees were again trying to entrap Jesus by posing the thorny question of divorce to him in hopes that he would contradict the law of Moses, as indeed he did, thereby leveling charges against Him.  But, on the other hand, their motivation may have been prompted by an honest desire to get Jesus’ opinion on this hotly contested issue.  In any event Jesus sidesteps the inquiry.  He does not engage in, nor entertains, any questions surrounding divorce.  When is it permissible? What are sufficient grounds? What is a fair settlement?

As his authoritative source Jesus goes back to the Creation story and quotes Genesis 1:27 and 2:24.  What is Jesus telling us? Simply put, He is saying, from the beginning of time God designed a “game plan” for us and it has even been inscribed within our very own hearts.  Here he notes at the very core of their beings, man and woman experience a deep desire for unity.  Jesus makes it quite clear what God had in mind when He instituted marriage as a vocation.  At its very nature the marital state is intended to be a permanent and exclusive one, indissolubly uniting husband and wife in such a way that, the bond between them could never be broken by any human laws or civil regulations.  The very constitution of marriage is meant to be an absolute one of permanency and unity as patterned after the communion of Persons within the Triune God-head.  From this Divine perspective marriage symbolizes the unitive consciousness of two people in communion with each other.  Thus even the conjugal act becomes a sacramental revelation of the deeper spiritual truth of this communion of two becoming one flesh.  
Now some might argue that this covenantal notion of marriage is just an “ideal” that cannot possibly be met in the “real” world.  I am here to tell you folks that the sacramental marriage given to us by God and adhered to by His church makes for perfect sense.  The principle behind God’s instructions for marriage and family life is unity.  God did not come up with this idea of marriage just to make for a nice wedding ceremony; in God’s eyes, unity is the central element of the marriage relationship.  God reveals Himself as a mysterious unity.  “Hear O Israel: The Lord our God, is one” (Deut.  6:4).  Unity is part of God’s own nature and character.  So when the Bible says that a man and a woman shall “be united … and … become one flesh,” it is saying that marriage should reflect God’s own nature.  And the bottom line is God’s plan provides for a stable home environment; it promotes healthy role models; it fosters emotional security; it advances a deeper level of intimacy and realizes a greater sense of personal fulfillment.  
            Divorce, on the other hand, symbolizes a separated consciousness, a disconnection.  It is what is often called, a breakup.  This can happen because hearts have hardened to the point that they have turned in on themselves.  They have become entrenched.  Maybe, you who have been abandoned emotionally or otherwise betrayed by an implacable uncaring spouse know this better than I.  Novelist Pat Conroy has said, “Each divorce is the death of a small civilization.” Indeed for most people divorce is a truly traumatic experience especially for those who had it forced upon them.  But no one feels that loss more keenly than the children.  Society’s efforts to dodge or avoid the challenge of God’s “game plan” and using divorce as an escape clause has often reaped tragic results and deep irreparable personal hurts.  I’ll never forget what one woman shared with me.  She had been married twice.  Her first husband had died and the second marital relationship ended in a divorce.  She said the first was easier to take in some respects than the second.  I asked her why? She had no control over what happened in the first, and they got along great, but in the second she is always second guessing herself and in some ways it has never had closure.  If we are truly honest with ourselves nine times out of ten, if we look back at our failed relationship, somewhere along the line beginning from our first date through courtship to our final wedding vows we hadn’t followed God’s “game plan” to the letter.  When we follow God’s instructions He provides us with a protective umbrella of graces so to speak but if we step out from underneath it we expose ourselves to the elements of sin and corruption.  Think about it – doesn’t it hold true? And it is even harder to admit to ourselves that we too are blameworthy.  It’s not just the other person at fault.  Perhaps we didn’t heed the advice of others around us through whom God was speaking to us.

 But just as the Jewish people back then - we today have not only tried to scrap that “game plan” - that original blueprint - we have replaced it with one of our own making.  We call it “no fault divorce.” What a bold face lie! What a mockery of God’s own design for marriage.  It gets worse.  Back when Moses was contending with an insubordinate and “stiff-necked” people they at least recognized that God had a moral road map laid out for them to follow that they admittedly tried to detour.  In short they recognized their sinfulness and knew they were wrong.  We, in turn, have not only discarded the moral roadmap given us, we no longer recognize our own sinfulness.  We go so far as to have the audacity to flaunt and glamorize are own sinfulness and hold it up to our children to imitate.  We give out awards to such TV programs as the likes of Desperate Housewives.  Indeed this is truly a misguided and depraved society that seems to have no limit to its downside potential.  Parents should use opportunities presented by television, newsprint and magazines, pop music or current events as topics for discussion with our children so as to teach them how to make moral decisions.

Imagine, if you will, a world in which men and women really lived out God’s blue-print for authentic happiness.  For God’s truth about marriage and family is absolute – it is for all people, for all times, and for all places.  There would be no illegitimate or aborted children, no one would have to fear any sexually transmitted diseases, much less lying to cover up our disordered behavior.  Women would have far more control over their own lives.  Men would begin to relate to women as persons rather than mere [sex] objects or trophies.  The media would have to portray women and men as persons of sound moral character and not merely as mindless playthings.  What a decent world this would be.  Marriage would be looked upon as that institution in which a couple commits to serve each other in love for life, to grow in holiness and to raise saints for God.  
When you hear people say that the Church needs to modernize itself when it comes to the moral teachings on marriage and family kindly remind them that the Church cannot be unfaithful to God’s plan simply to be popular.  The mission of the Church is not to keep in step with social conventions; the mission of the Church is to do as Jesus did, to remind people of God’s plan and to take the sacrament of marriage more seriously in their process of discernment.  Marriage is forever! Jesus has said so, and today the Church while under attack says the same thing and will continue repeating it until the end of time.
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