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27th Sunday in Ordinary Time  
19th Sunday after Pentecost 2012 

Mark 10: 2-16: The Pharisees approached Jesus and asked, "Is it lawful for a 

husband to divorce his wife?" They were testing him. He said to them in reply, "What did 

Moses command you?" They replied, "Moses permitted a husband to write a bill of 

divorce and dismiss her." But Jesus told them, "Because of the hardness of your 

hearts he wrote you this commandment. But from the beginning of creation, God made 

them male and female. For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be 

joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. So they are no longer two but 

one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, no human being must separate." 

In the house the disciples again questioned Jesus about this. He said to them, Whoever 

divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces 

her husband and marries another, she commits adultery." 

 

Luke 7: 11- 16 Soon afterward he went to a city called Na'in, and his disciples and a 

great crowd went with him. [12] As he drew near to the gate of the city, behold, a man 

who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow; 

and a large crowd from the city was with her. [13] And when the Lord saw her, he had 

compassion on her and said to her, "Do not weep." [14] And he came and touched the 

bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, "Young man, I say to you, arise." [15] And 

the dead man sat up, and began to speak. And he gave him to his mother. [16] Fear 

seized them all; and they glorified God, saying, "A great prophet has arisen among us!" 

and "God has visited his people!"  

. 
One of the things that I have struggled with over the past several years is the realization 

that we Christians are suffering from what somebody has called CRIS- “Conflicted 

Religious Identity Syndrome”.  People act out of this “Conflicted Religious Identity 

Syndrome” in a variety of ways: lots of people just walk away from Christianity because 

they can no long stomach the double-speak of Christians who talk about love, but who 

then are just plain nasty and hostile towards people who are different from themselves; 

others embrace a kind of laissez-faire attitude towards Christian living and don’t seem to 
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have an identity much different from the society in which they live;  and still others seem 

to think that the badge of being really, really orthodox (however they define that 

orthodoxy) is characterized by dogmatism, judgmental moralism, obsession with cultic 

purity, unwillingness to listen to others, and  an attitude of hostility and opposition to 

others seen as enemies hell-bent on destroying our church, our society and our entire 

culture.  These are the so-called “culture-warriors” who for decades now have been 

predicting the collapse of our civilization as soon as some kind of change occurs that 

they don’t like.   

 

I suppose that in some sense we all suffer to some degree from Conflicted Religious 

Identity Syndrome.  So the question that we need to face- and I think it is a real one- is 

the one set out quite neatly in a new book by Brian McLaren called Why Did Jesus, 

Moses, the Buddha and Mohammed Cross the Road?  The question is this: How do we 

as Christians faithfully affirm the uniqueness, the value, and the universality of Jesus 

the Messiah without turning that belief into either an insult to others or a weapon to bash 

them on the head when we have the power or the chance to do so?  In other words, 

how do we, with a robust faith and trust in God and in His Son Jesus, find and live in a 

gracious space of solidarity with others and welcome others into that space.  Another 

way of framing the question is this:  how can we avoid having to choose between either 

a) a strong Christian identity which is often hostile, judgmental, and aggressive towards 

both outsiders and even insiders who don’t “get it right” or b) a benign, harmless, weak 

Christian identity that is often half-hearted and has trouble explaining why anyone 
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should remain a Christian.  Surely, these are not the only alternatives for us!  There 

must be a third option.  But what is it? 

 

When I looked at the gospel readings for both the Roman and Byzantine liturgies for 

today, at first glance my heart sank.  Talking about either divorce (the Roman liturgy 

gospel) or about a widow’s son being raised by Jesus (the Byzantine liturgy gospel) 

presents the homilist- or at least presents me- with some serious challenges.  The one 

lends itself to wagging the moral finger, while the other seems irrelevant because we 

just don’t normally experience dead people coming back to life.  But then as I looked at 

the two gospel readings again a bit more closely,  they both seemed to help answer the 

question that I began with:  How can our identity as Christians avoid being either nasty, 

aggressive and rigid, on the one hand, or benign, vapid and meaningless, on the other 

hand.  Let me try to use these two gospel readings to at least open up what I see as a 

third alternative. 

 

The Roman liturgy reading is from Mark chapter 10: 2-16 and includes the question 

about divorce raised by the Pharisees.  First of all, let me say that I don’t think that this 

text was intended to give a detailed case law on divorce or to discuss exceptions to the 

rule. Jesus is not giving a full discourse on marriage. Jesus is not giving laws regarding 

when someone might be allowed to remarry. Jesus has been asked if it is lawful to put 

away a wife. This is the question he is answering: Is divorce (putting away) lawful?  Now 

there are a few things to keep in mind here.  The Pharisees have raised the question, 

not Jesus, and they raised it in order to “test him”, Mark the gospel writer tells us, to see 
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if he might say something like John the Baptist had said about Herod marrying his 

brother’s wife, Herodias after Herodias had divorced Herod’s brother, Philip.  And for his 

criticism, John lost his head.  In other words, there is political agenda at play here in the 

question Jesus is being asked.  If Jesus speaks too freely and sides with John the 

Baptist, he might well hang himself, so to speak.  Already in Mark’s gospel, the 

Pharisees had joined up with the Herodians to “destroy Jesus”.    

 

The Pharisees knew full well that legislation from Moses had permitted divorce; the only 

question debated was on what grounds.  The majority opinion seems to have been that 

a man could divorce his wife for almost any reason.  Later on some of the rabbis would 

say that this could be done for even a “spoiled meal” or because the husband had found 

“someone fairer” than his wife.  In the patriarchal world of ancient Judaism, women, with 

few exceptions, did not enjoy the same rights as men with regard to divorce. 

 

But Jesus doesn’t bite the bait being thrown him.  He cuts through the legal question 

and goes back to the doctrine of creation.  What did God originally intend, he asks- that 

a man would leave his parents, be joined to his wife and the two would become one 

flesh, and what God has joined, humans must not split up.  That, Jesus says, was God’s 

original goal.  He doesn’t say that Moses in the book of Deuteronomy was wrong for 

giving permission to divorce, but Moses did that, Jesus argues, because of the 

“hardness of your hearts”.   
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And here, I think is the focal point of the text.  Do you want to know what hard-

heartedness concretely looks like?  It looks like treating your wife like chattel whom you 

can then just toss out because you are displeased with something about her.  This 

contradicts what human relations should be.  When our hearts become dry and brittle, 

when they are no longer watered and pliable and open to others, including those who 

are closest to us, they begin to shrivel up, and then we can become nasty, and self-

absorbed, and selfish.  We can begin to do all kinds of things that contradict God’s 

intention for us and for this world.   

 

This text stands as a very powerful warning to all of us that true and real and robust 

fidelity to God and to God’s intention for us means that we must constantly be on guard 

against hardheartedness in our lives.  In other words, to be truly “faithful”, truly 

“orthodox” means fighting against the hardness of heart that can so easily become part 

of our thinking and our feeling and then our acting toward others. 

 

And what then is to replace hardheartedness if our Christian identity is to be healthy and 

holy? Here the Byzantine gospel reading for today opens a door for answering this.  As 

Jesus enters the city of Nain, he meets a funeral procession.  The only son of a widow 

has died and is being carried out for burial.  There is a large crowd gathered, probably 

out of sympathy for both the son who has died and the widow who is left behind.  

People knew full well that in so many ways the death of this boy meant a life of suffering 

and poverty and misery for his mother.  Ancient Israel was no socialist Sweden.  There 

was virtually no social net of any kind.  A woman without a male protector was in a 
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miserable position.  Life for her could be nasty indeed.  The wailing and lamentation that 

was a part of ancient funerals could be as much for those left behind as for the dead 

 

Jesus sees what is happening.  He quickly interprets the situation.  And then, according 

to Luke the Gospel writer, Jesus looks at the bereaving widow with- and here the Greek 

word is hard to translate.  Various translations say that he looked at her “with 

compassion” or “with pity” or “with affection”.  But it is really more earthy, more robust, 

than these words convey.  The Greek word has a sense of the “deepest feelings or 

emotions in your gut, in your bowels”.  It’s a word that Jesus uses in the parables to 

describe in the strongest terms what God’s attitude of total mercy towards us looks like.  

It’s out of this deep and profound empathy for the suffering of this woman that Jesus 

then comes to her and says “don’t weep”, and then he does what is simultaneously 

unbelievable and terribly frightening- he brings the son back to life and gives him to his 

mother. 

 

The focal point of this narrative, I believe, is not so much the raising of the son- that’s 

the consequence.  The focal point is the utterly heartfelt compassion and tenderness 

that Jesus has for the woman. And in this, Jesus discloses for us both what God is like 

and what we are called to become. As the 2nd Vatican Council so poignantly put it, 

“Christ, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals  human 

beings to themselves and makes their supreme calling clear”. (Gaudium et Spes 22)   If 

we want to know what our own real identity is, if we want to know what “orthodoxy”  

concretely looks like when it is real and in accord with Jesus, here we see it in Jesus’ 



7  

 

compassion and pity and deep tenderness for a suffering old woman.  This is the exact 

opposite of the heartlessness of the Pharisees in the divorce story. 

 

So coming back to my original question:  Can we, who live in a time of CRIS- 

“Conflicted Religious Identity Syndrome”, can we find and live a Christian identity which 

gets beyond both a strong but often hardhearted Christian identity and a spacious but 

often innocuous Christian identity?  And the answer which the gospels give us is “yes 

we can”.  In Jesus we see an identity that is  clearly and robustly centered on God and 

on God’s intentions for this world, an identity that is characterized not by 

hardheartedness towards others, but by tender, heartfelt compassion for others.  What 

we need in our own day, I would argue, is neither irritating and obnoxious conservative 

religion nor weak, vapid, innocuous liberal religion.  What we 

 need is a strong, benevolent Christian faith, one which is committed to the ultimate 

meaning and truth embodied in Jesus and his gospel and which is equally committed to 

freedom, justice, beauty, brotherhood, dialogue, and respect for others.  While the world 

is bifurcating around us, we are being called to a new identity, to a new identity rooted in 

the Kingdom of God, to an integrity and a way of life in which a radical commitment to 

the God disclosed in Jesus of Nazareth and a radical commitment to the gracious space 

of solidarity with others are simply two sides of the same coin. 


