
The Twenty-seventh Sunday of Ordinary Time
(Year B)

First Reading Genesis 2:18-24
Response May the Lord bless us all the days of our lives.
Psalm Psalm 128:1-2, 3, 4-5, 6
Second Reading Hebrews 2:9-11
Gospel Acclamation If we love one another, God remains in us

and his love is brought to perfection in us.
Gospel Mark 10:2-16

The Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time for Year B takes us into one of the 
most controversial teachings of Jesus in all of the gospels. It’s his teaching about 
divorce and remarriage. So we're going to look carefully at Mark 10:2-16, that’s 
the New Testament reading, and then we'll go back to the Old Testament and see 
how the Old and New Testament connect with one another on this very important 
topic. So in Mark 10 we read these words:

And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, "Is it lawful for a 
man to divorce his wife?” He answered them, "What did Moses command 
you?" They said, "Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce, 
and to put her away." But Jesus said to them, "For your hardness of heart 
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. What therefore God has joined 
together, let not man put asunder." And in the house the disciples asked 
him again about this matter. And 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." And they were 
bringing children to him, that he might touch them; and the disciples 
rebuked them. But when Jesus saw it he was indignant, and said to them, 
"Let the children come to me, do not hinder them; for to such belongs the 
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kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it." And he took them in his 
arms and blessed them, laying his hands upon them.  1

So let’s just walk through this gospel together verse by verse and try to put it in its 
context. First point here, you'll notice that the gospel opens with a question asked 
by the Pharisees to Jesus, “is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” Now if you 
recall from reading the gospels, the Pharisees were one of the most strict of all the 
various sects of Jews in the First Century A.D. They lived according to the 
tradition of the elders. They lived according to a kind of a priestly purity, and one 
of the debates within the Pharisees was over what were legitimate grounds for 
divorcing one's wife. So for example, there were certain Pharisees who appeared to 
have belonged to a school known as the school of Rabbi Shammi, And Rabbi 
Shammi was a stricter group and his disciples said that in order to divorce 
someone's wife she had to be guilty of some kind of sexual infidelity or adultery; 
that was Shammi’s position. On the other hand, there were other Pharisees who 
belonged to the group known as the disciples of Hillel. Rabbi Hillel, who lived in 
the First Century A.D., around the same time as Jesus, and they were much more 
open about divorce. In rabbinic tradition Rabbi Hillel says that if your wife burned 
your dinner, right, if she just overcooked it, that was legitimate grounds for putting 
her away, for divorcing her. So that internal debate within Jewish circles kind of 
serves as a springboard for the question that the Pharisees asked Jesus here, you 
know, “is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” They’re really asking what are 
the legal grounds for divorcing someone's wife. 

Jesus responds to that legal question by saying, well what does Moses command 
you? In other words, what does the Torah teach? In this case, they appeal to one of 
the Books of Moses, the Book of Deuteronomy, which is attributed to Moses, the 
entire book is attributed to Moses as a speech that he gives to the Israelites on the 
plains of Moab before they enter into the promised land. In Deuteronomy 24:1, 
Moses gives legal permission to the Israelites to divorce their wives. So the first 
permission ever given to the Israelites to allow for divorce is in Deuteronomy 24, 

 Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible citations/quotations herein are from The Holy Bible: 1
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in the USA, 1994.

2



and the Pharisees say here that Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of 
divorce and put her away. Now in order to make sure we’re clear about this, I just 
would like to go back for just a minute to Deuteronomy 24 and read the verse that 
they're alluding to here. The Pharisees here are quoting Deuteronomy 24:1-4, I’ll 
just read the first verse here, it says this:

When a man takes a wife and marries her, if then she finds no favor in his 
eyes because he has found some indecency (Hebrew ‘erwat dabar) in her, 
and he writes her a bill of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out 
of his house, and she departs out of his house…

And so it goes on to say some other things here, but the important point for our 
discussion here is that it says, “when a man finds some indecency in her.” Now the 
Hebrew there is ‘erwat dabar, it literally means a word of shame or a shame of a 
thing. It's a hard Hebrew expression to translate but it's some kind of undesirable or 
indecent act on the part of a wife, something that the wife engages in that the 
husband finds repellent, so he puts her away. Literally, he writes her a bill of 
divorce and he puts her out of the house and sends her out of his house. That's the 
official procedure for divorce. There isn’t a divorce court or any kind of civil 
proceedings, simply a written document putting her out of his home constitutes 
divorce of the wife. So in this case the Pharisees respond to Jesus’ question by 
citing the Torah, they cite the Law of Moses and the permission to write a bill of 
divorce in this particular circumstance. 

What’s fascinating here is that Jesus responds to their quotation of the Book of 
Deuteronomy with a quote from another Book of the Torah, namely the Book of 
Genesis. Jesus says something very interesting here, he says because of your 
hardness of heart Moses wrote this commandment in Deuteronomy, but from the 
beginning of creation God made them male and female, and for this reason a man 
leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one. So there 
Jesus quotes two passages from Genesis. The first passage is from Genesis 1, God 
made them in his own image, he made them male and female, right, in the image 
and likeness of God. Then he also quotes from Genesis 2 when God says that he 
made man in such a way that he would leave his father and mother, cleave to his 
wife, and the two become one flesh. That is the origin of what we call holy 
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matrimony, the origin of the institution of marriage, when Genesis 2 says for this 
reason, right, a man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife and they 
become one. So Jesus' argument there is basically responding with a previous 
statement attributed to Moses in the Book of Genesis 1 and 2, namely that God 
made marriage indissoluble from the beginning, right. In other words, Moses’ 
permission to divorce is not God's original plan for marriage, it’s a concession to 
the sinfulness of the wicked generation at the time of the Exodus, it’s because of 
the hardness of the heart of Israel that Moses allows the Israelites to divorce their 
wives and send them out of their homes if they find some indecency in their wife. 
From the beginning, God's plan is for marriage to be indissoluble, therefore what 
God has joined together let no human being put asunder. 

With that statement Jesus does something completely unprecedented in the history 
of all the Jewish literature that we possess, as well frankly as something unique in 
the history of the religions of the world, namely, he completely prohibits divorce 
for the first time in the history of Israel and makes explicit that God's plan for 
marriage is that marriage would be indissoluble, and that divorce and then getting 
remarried is something that is not permitted. Now in the Gospel of Mark it’s really 
interesting here because you can see just how shocking this statement is on Jesus’ 
part, not because of the way the Pharisees react, we don't get their reaction, but 
because of the way the disciples react to Jesus' teaching. Remember, the disciples 
are Jews, they’re familiar with the teachings of the Jews, they’re familiar with the 
basic teachings of the Pharisees, and what happens is after Jesus makes this 
shocking declaration, the disciples wait to ask Jesus about this matter when they 
are privately alone with him. And, there in that opportunity Jesus has occasion 
there to clarify his teaching or to walk it back a little bit, or you know maybe 
somehow, you know, soften it slightly, but he doesn't do that. When they ask him 
about the teaching in private he says these words, “whoever divorces his wife and 
marries someone else commits adultery against her.” And then also in addition — 
and this is really important because this is only in Mark — he adds that if a woman 
divorces her husband and marries another person she also commits adultery. 

Alright, so what's going on here? Well a couple of things. First, Jesus is drawing 
out the logical implications of the indissolubility of marriage. What he’s saying is 
if what God is joining together in marriage no human being can put asunder, then 
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by definition for someone to divorce their wife and then marry another woman is to 
commit adultery, because in the Old Testament, the sixth commandment, the 
commandment against adultery involves having sexual relations with someone 
besides the person to whom you are married, right. What’s interesting about Mark's 
version of this is that in the Gospel of Matthew, when Jesus formulates the 
teaching, he only specifies it with reference to a man, with reference to the 
husband. In other words, if a husband divorces his wife he causes her to commit 
adultery and he himself commits adultery, but Mark's gospel doesn't just mention 
the husband. In Mark's gospel, Jesus mentions both a husband initiating divorce 
and a wife initiating divorce. So both parties, whether it’s the man or the woman, 
the husband or the wife, should they divorce their spouse and then marry another 
person they’re guilty of adultery. Why? Because marriage cannot be dissolved by a 
human being, because it’s something that God has joined together and made 
permanent, or as we say today, indissoluble. Therefore, whoever divorces and then 
remarries breaks the sixth commandment, the commandment against adultery.

Okay, so I’ll pause there. Again, just to stress Mark's gospel, his account of Jesus’ 
teaching is a little different then what we see in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 
5, or in Matthew 19, which is a little more detailed here. It's an important text 
because what's unique to Mark's gospel is the clarification that the prohibition of 
divorce and remarriage doesn't just apply to men, it also applies to women as well. 
Some scholars have actually speculated that one of the reasons Mark has to make 
that clear is because the Gospel of Mark is written not for Jews living in the land of 
Israel, where laws were normally formalized according to men, they were written 
for men primarily and then you could infer things for women, but Mark's gospel is 
probably written in Rome and speaking not just to Jewish Christians but also to 
Gentile Christians, in which it would've been much more common for a woman to 
initiate divorce in a Greco-Roman context rather than a Jewish context, when it 
would've been not unheard of, but unusual. Usually it would've been a man who 
initiated divorce in a Jewish setting, so Mark's gospel makes explicit that Jesus' law 
applies not just to men but also to women, not just to husbands but also to wives. 

Okay, so that's the gospel reading for today, it’s a reiteration of Jesus’ unique and 
very powerful teaching on the indissolubility of marriage and on the committing of 
adultery by anyone who divorces and then remarries. So that's the New Testament, 
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what about the Old Testament reading? Well in this case, the rationale for choosing 
the Old Testament reading is pretty obvious, because here the church has actually 
chosen one of the two passages from the Book of Genesis that Jesus alludes to in 
response to the Pharisees questions about grounds for divorce. The reading for 
today is Genesis 2:18-24.

Then the LORD God said, "It is not good that the man should be alone; I 
will make him a helper fit for him.” So out of the ground the LORD God 
formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them 
to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called 
every living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, 
and to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for the man 
there was not found a helper fit for him. So the LORD God caused a deep 
sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and 
closed up its place with flesh; and the rib which the LORD God had taken 
from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the 
man said, "This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall 
be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.”

And then we get to the verse that Jesus actually quotes.

Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, 
and they become one flesh.

Okay, so a couple of points here about this passage. Number one, notice its 
reference to what St. John Paul II called original solitude. It's the description of the 
first human being, the first man, being created in a state of solitude without any 
other human beings in which God says it’s not good, it's not good for the man to be 
alone, so let me make a companion that is fit for him. So then we see what God 
does is out of the ground he forms these different animals. You have every beast of 
the field, every bird of the air, and he brings these creatures to man so that he can 
name them. As he does this, the man not only names them but he recognizes that 
out of all these creatures there isn't a helper that is fit for him, that's made just for 
him. Now it’s important to stress here, it's not as if God's trying out different 
animals. Like maybe a bird would be the best companion for him, or maybe a dog 
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would be the best companion for him, or maybe it's like a frog or something like 
that. I mean, that's not the idea, it’s not that God doesn't know, it's that God is 
teaching the first man by bringing each of these creatures before him. He’s, in a 
sense, making clear to the man his own need for a companion precisely by 
parading before him all these creatures that aren’t the companion for whom he was 
made, right. Which, also by the way, I might note this too, the technical Hebrew 
terms that are used here, beasts of the field and bird of the air, every beast of the 
field, every bird of the air, are specific terms for what we might call domestic 
animals. In other words, there are certain animals within the animal kingdom, like 
cattle and dogs, maybe even cats for any of you cat lovers out there, who seem to 
be created to be companions and helpers to man. They have a natural tendency to 
be cared for by human beings, they need human beings, and they reciprocate that 
in different ways, whether it’s horses or dogs or what not. This doesn't mean every 
single animal in the living world, it doesn't say that, you know, the sea monsters 
and the creepy crawly things and all those things were brought before Adam. What 
appears to be being described here are domestic birds and domestic animals that 
can be trained as kind of companions to the human being, and yet although they 
are companions, none of them fulfill the desire of the man's heart for a helper like 
unto himself.

As I'm saying that, you might notice if you look at the New American Bible, which 
is the translation in the lectionary, it actually is misleading on this point that I'm 
trying to make here because it translates the literal Hebrew expression beasts of the 
field as wild animals, but that's precisely the wrong translation here, because a 
beast of the field, the expression for the field, means an animal that lives in a 
cultivated realm by humans.  That's what the fields are, they’re the cultivated area. 
It's not wild animals, it’s beasts like cattle and dogs and donkeys and goats and 
those kind of animals, and that’s been brought up by numerous Bible 
commentators, especially certain Jewish commentators like Umberto Cassuto, he 
wrote a famous commentary on the Book of Genesis that makes this very clear. So 
I just want to highlight that for you that the New American Bible is really 
misleading on this, it doesn't say that Adam gave every single creature in the whole 
wild kingdom a name. What it says is that he named the birds of the air and the 
beasts of the field. So that’s kind of a side note, but I think it's at least worth 
highlighting there that the translation might be potentially misleading. 
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In any case, the climax of this episode is of course God putting him into a deep 
sleep and then creating from his side the woman and bringing her to the man as his 
true companion. And in that episode, what Genesis says here is that when Adam 
encounters the woman he says she shall be called woman, in Hebrew ‘ishshah, 
because she was taken out of man, in Hebrew ish. So there's a pun there that works 
in Hebrew and in English, it’s kind of interesting. In English the word man and 
woman have a kind of overlap there that reflects the unity of the two, and the 
Hebrew is the same. ‘Ish, man, and ‘ishshah have an overlap that shows a certain 
unity to the human race that the man and the woman are created one for the other. 
Then in that context, Genesis says for this reason a man leaves his father and 
mother and is joined to his wife, the two become one flesh. In other words, the 
institution of marriage is rooted in the order of creation itself. That’s very 
important, the institution of marriage is not a human institution, it's not merely a 
human institution, it’s a divine institution which God himself has ordained from the 
dawn of creation. You can actually see that the author of Genesis is making that 
point because Adam doesn't leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife, 
Adam is created directly and immediately by God, same thing for the woman. So 
when the author is describing a man leaving his father and mother he’s talking 
about contemporary marriage. Contemporary marriage goes back to the first union 
of the first ‘ish, the first man, and the first woman, the ‘ishshah, it’s something that 
God does at the beginning of human history, it’s not just something that human 
beings make up. And for that reason, then Jesus responds by saying, if God makes 
two people into one flesh then that divine action cannot be undone by mere human 
will or a mere human action. We don't have the power to undo what God has joined 
together. It's a kind of biblical way of expressing what we would call the 
indissolubility of a sacrament, right. 

Okay, so that's the reading for today from the Old Testament. It is a very powerful 
and important reading. Again, although the Old Testament doesn't explicitly say 
marriage is indissoluble, Jesus is officially interpreting the meaning of Genesis 2 
and showing us that God's original plan for marriage is indissolubility, it’s a 
permanent state into which man and woman enter. Okay, so with that said, what 
about the Responsorial Psalm for today? Well if we look at Psalm 128, the church 
has chosen a beautiful Psalm that's a wonderful bridge between the Old and New 
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Testament because it's a Psalm that is about family life. It’s one of my favorite 
Psalms, this is what it says in Psalm 128: 

Blessed is every one who fears the LORD,
who walks in his ways!
You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands;
you shall be happy, and it shall be well with you.
Your wife will be like a fruitful vine
within your house;
your children will be like olive shoots
around your table.
Lo, thus shall the man be blessed
who fears the LORD.

So that is just a beautiful image there of divine blessing within family life. The 
wife is described as a fruitful vine within the house and the children are like olive 
shoots around your table. You’ll see this imagery over and over in the Bible, the 
image of a vine or an olive tree are two images that get used for Israel. They’re 
images of fruitfulness, they’re images of abundance, they’re images of God's 
natural blessing, not just in the natural world but in the life of the family itself. So 
the church has chosen the Psalm here just as a bridge between the first family 
described in Genesis, the fruitful family of those who follow the will of God and 
receive the blessings of the Lord, and then also the family that Jesus has envisioned 
in the Gospel of Mark, which is a family that is united by a bond of matrimony that 
is indissoluble and that prohibits divorce and remarriage because of that 
indissolubility. 

Now I realize as I’m saying that, that this raises all kinds of questions for people 
about the church's teaching on this matter, the question of annulments, the question 
of the reality of divorce. Which, let's be honest, most of us, if we live especially in 
the West, have some family member or have been touched in some way by divorce 
and many of us have been touched by divorce and remarriage. So what does the 
church say about this situation? What do we make of it? I would definitely 
encourage you, if you want to dive in deeper to that question, to read the section in 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church on divorce and remarriage, which is treated 
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in some depth both in the section on marriage but also in the section on the 10 
Commandments regarding adultery, the section regarding the sixth commandment. 
But I, for our purposes here, would just like to highlight two key paragraphs from 
the Catechism. First, paragraph 2384. So CCC 2384, it says this about remarriage 
after divorce…I think it's just important to stress what the church teaches about this 
issue precisely because of the fact that in the last 500 years, you may or may not 
know this, since the time of the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago, virtually all 
Protestant denominations have abandoned the idea of the indissolubility of 
marriage and the forbidding of divorce. Most Christian groups outside of the 
Catholic Church teach that divorce and remarriage are in fact allowed for, they’re 
not prohibited, but that is not the teaching of the Catholic Church. So the teaching 
of the Catholic Church, paragraph 2384, says this about divorce, and I’m quoting:

Divorce is a grave offense against the natural law. It claims to break the 
contract, to which the spouses freely consented, to live with each other till 
death. Divorce does injury to the covenant of salvation, of which 
sacramental marriage is the sign. Contracting a new union, even if it is 
recognized by civil law, adds to the gravity of the rupture: the remarried 
spouse is then in a situation of public and permanent adultery.  2

That’s really strong words here. Notice what the church is saying, it’s not just that 
divorce is prohibited, it's that it is a grave offense against the natural law. It breaks 
the contract between the husband and wife, it does injury to the sign of God's 
covenant with humanity, which is that his love for us is unbreakable, undying, and 
eternal, and even if the civil authorities might recognize a new union, that doesn't 
take away the gravity of the rupture. In fact, if a person is divorced and then 
remarried, the Catechism says it puts that person into a state of public and 
permanent adultery. So it’s not just that you're in a state of adultery, it is that you're 
in a state of public adultery, so it’s both a grave offense and a scandal as well, and 
this is a really serious issue. This is why Jesus is so emphatic about the permanence 
of marriage and the prohibition of divorce and then remarriage after divorce. I 
think, at least in my experience, the gravity of divorce itself as a grave offense 
seems to be something that we've kind of loss just because it's become so common 
in our society.

 CCC 23842
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Then a second paragraph, paragraph 2386, says an important addition that I think is 
important, because many people might be saying well woah, what about the 
innocent spouse? What about people who are abandoned? What about someone 
whose spouse divorces them, even though they don't want to consent to that 
separation? I think the Catechism adds an important pastoral dimension that we 
need to highlight. It says this:

It can happen that one of the spouses is the innocent victim of a divorce 
decreed by civil law; this spouse therefore has not contravened the moral 
law. There is a considerable difference between a spouse who has 
sincerely tried to be faithful to the sacrament of marriage and is unjustly 
abandoned, and one who through his own grave fault destroys a 
canonically valid marriage.  3

So I think that's important too that the Catechism is very nuanced here. On the one 
hand, divorce is very clearly being described as a grave offense against the natural 
law and against the indissoluble covenant of marriage. It's very clearly saying that 
remarriage after divorce puts someone into a permanent and public state of 
adultery. On the other hand, it's important that someone who has been unjustly 
abandoned and divorced against their will not fall prey to the misunderstanding 
that they are somehow complicit or somehow guilty for being unjustly abandoned 
by a spouse, when they themselves have tried to be faithful to the marriage 
covenant and faithful to that bond and that union. So the Catechism wants to make 
that clear. 

I just bring that up because I've heard stories of people who have been unjustly 
abandoned by a spouse and who think for example that they're no longer able to 
receive communion, simply because they were divorced by a spouse, when they 
themselves did not agree to it or they themselves were unjustly abandoned or the 
divorce was decreed by civil law. There's a big difference between a spouse who’s 
unjustly abandoned and then a spouse who “through their own grave fault” 
destroys a canonically valid marriage, an indissoluble marriage between a husband 
and a wife. Now of course there are many, many more things we could talk about. 

 CCC 23863
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This is an enormous topic, but that at least should give us some basic guidelines for 
how the church interprets Jesus' very powerful words about the permanence of 
marriage and the witness of marriage as a sign to God's plan for human beings, and 
for man and woman, all the way back to the beginning of human history.
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