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Power. 

The topic of the relationship between women and men regarding 

power, about the use of power, about who has power, who should 

have power, and whose power counts the most, has been going on 

since the beginning of time. It is currently front and center of our 

national conversation and the subject both of our reading from Genesis 

and the gospel of Mark this morning. It is at these moments in our own 

history that scripture demonstrates its capacity to shine a spotlight on 

the murkiness of human relationships, so let’s give light a try. 

We’ll start with this famous and troublesome passage from Mark that 

has been bandied about by the church to control human relationship. 

The church, especially in the west, has claimed for centuries that Jesus 

condemned divorce. Divorce, according to the church, was therefore 

off limits. End of story. No matter the misery, abuse, indefensible 

behavior or irretrievable unhappiness that may be present this, we 

should put up with it because Jesus said so. Jesus, according to the 

church, said it was wrong and that’s that. Marriage is for life and there’s 

no getting out of it unless you want to be condemned for eternity. 

The results of this understanding of the gospel held sway in the western 

church for most of the Christian narrative. In fact, it was only in recent 

times that the Episcopal Church wavered from this ruling and it was a 
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decision long overdue. While none of us should feel good about the 

high divorce rate in our society incarcerating people in unhealthy and 

destructive relationships is not, cannot, be the answer. 

What makes this interpretation of scripture even more egregious is the 

fact that this story was less about divorce than it was about the attitude 

of the Pharisees. The Pharisees were engaged on one of their endless 

debates about right and wrong. It was a kind of intellectual game – a 

male game of splitting hairs. 

Let’s back up a bit here. What is going on in this debate? 

First, let us consider women of the first century. While it was true that a 

woman set the standard in her domestic domain and was honored for 

that role, she could not arrange her own marriage, inherit property in 

her own right, walk in public with her husband, be greeted in public by 

another male, had to sit separately in the synagogue, receive rabbinical 

education, or divorce. Just to name a few of the restrictions under 

which she conducted her life. 

Men, on the other hand, were entitled to all of the above while 

ensuring their home comforts were addressed. In short, they held all 

the power. The debate itself was about two different schools of 

thought. One school of thought which claimed that men could divorce 

their wife on grounds of unchastity and the other school of thought 
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which claimed that a man could divorce his wife for practically any 

reason, including burning the dinner.  

Into this contemporary debate walks Jesus. This is the same Jesus who 

has raised up the widow, touched an unclean woman who has 

hemorrhages, dined with prostitutes and other unsavory women, has 

learned the error of his opinions from the Syro-Phoenician woman, and 

who even has some significant women in his ministry. This is the man 

who really sees women not as property, which was the common view, 

but as beloved and sacred persons – each to be cherished, each created 

and loved by God. 

No wonder Jesus is not impressed with this crowd of pious males. And a 

bunch of self-righteous males to boot. They are not only enjoying their 

debate about how men should exercise their power in society, but are 

also perfectly at ease to use this discussion about people’s lives as bait 

to trap Jesus. They want him to make statements that can be used to 

condemn him as well. Woe to a man known to be defending women, 

they think, while no doubt contemplating what their wives would be 

preparing for dinner that evening. 

But Jesus is not to be manipulated by low motives, the lust for power, 

or lack of integrity. He points out that the Law of Moses was a 

comment on the intransigence of his people, a less than perfect 
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instruction in the face of their basic frailty and unreliability around 

issues of deep commitment. Instead, Jesus points to the fabric of our 

first lesson this morning.  The story in Genesis we just read this 

morning. The scene is set. The man in the story has been created from 

the earth itself and the breath of God. He is intimately connected to his 

creator. All other things have been made by God but do not contain 

God’s own breath.  

And there’s a problem. The man is lonely. The man is lonely because he 

has no-one to be with who is like himself. He is in charge of tending the 

garden and caring for the animals but he has no true companion. The 

Lord God sees his sorrow “for the man was not found a helper as his 

partner.” Note the word partner. Partner. Not servant. 

God loves this man and responds accordingly. God creates a woman 

from the man’s own flesh (that flesh that contains the spirit of God) and 

the man greets this new and divine creation with a great, 

‘This at last is bone of my bones 

   and flesh of my flesh; 

this one shall be called Woman, 

   for out of Man this one was taken.” 

At last, a partner, a soul mate, a helper, a companion, a person as close 

to me as my flesh. We recognize this moment, this cry of recognition. 
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That moment when we know we have met a companion for our life’s 

journey. 

How this passage has been abused throughout time. It has been used in 

all the Abrahamic faiths to subdue women. Women are less than, more 

stupid than, too emotional, untrustworthy, unreliable, too biased, 

unstable, or whatever label history chose to apply. After all we have 

smaller brains!The consequences are heartrending and terrible and we 

are still struggling with this today 

But to turn fresh eyes on this passage, as Jesus so boldly did, is to 

understand something quite different. Human being and institutions 

may have used this passage for ill, but God was intending this passage 

for the model of true relationship. In this passage God presents us with 

a vision of relationship between a man and a woman that is intimate, 

exclusive, mutual, and safe - a relationship good for the ages, a 

relationship for a life time to foster and grow the persons within it. 

Now the minute those words are out of my mouth you are thinking, 

“but our relationships don’t look like that. They’re not perfect. We can’t 

do that.” And you are right. We are human beings seeking those things, 

doing are best to be those things, but we stumble many times in the 

effort. And that is alright, God knows we are human. We are trying, and 

that’s what counts. 
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And another thing becomes clear. In the passage in Mark, Jesus is 

attempting to protect the women about whom he cares so much. Jesus 

sees them for who they are, the beloved daughters of God. Power in 

the first century was held by men, religion was run by men, wealth was 

owned by men, life was governed by male understanding. Hence Jesus 

insistence on fidelity as protection and fidelity as potential promise for 

genuine relationship and safety as Genesis envisioned. 

Now, least you are thinking this has little to do with the realities of your 

life, take a moment to consider. The issue of relationship is one that is 

important, vital even, for the wellbeing of every human being, married, 

divorced, or not. 

Sometimes, because we are human, we act in ways that kill relationship 

between one person and another. The very act of divorce is the public 

acknowledgement of that kind of death. All of us, at some time or 

other, have participated in the ending of a relationship dear to us. We 

discover that when all is said and done, we have to pick ourselves up 

and resolve to try again. It’s messy and even ambiguous at times, but 

it’s where we are and what is before us. God calls upon each of us to 

live out the love God bears for each of us by our sincere attempt to love 

each other – no matter how many times we fail. In the end, it’s not 
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about the power that seeks to control, to dictate, or to have its’ own 

way in all things. 

Faced with God’s vision of loving human relationship, as we struggle 

against the imperfections and wrongs of our culture and pesky biology, 

I invite you to take the time to look around at this community of 

Christ’s body. As you look, ask how you might contribute to the good, 

to these people, to the love that is here. If a relationship is broken, seek 

God’s grace to mend it. If you bear resentment, ask God for grace to 

overcome it. If you have been wronged, ask God for grace to heal. If 

you have been excluded, ask God for the grace of inclusion. If you have 

sought power ask for God’s grace to let it go.  Above all, ask God for the 

grace to see others as God sees them and to love as God loves them, 

that in so doing we may become what God would have us be. Pray for 

this world as we struggle on. 

These prayers have a name. The name is Eucharist where we are invited 

to gather at God’s table as equals. Eucharist is the feast of thanksgiving 

for divine love. It is the table at which we gather to participate in God’s 

vision for the creation. It is the prayer of hope, the prayer that refuses 

to live by the rules of this world. It is the prayer that seeks the rules of 

God’s world, the kingdom of love. 



8 
 

It is the banquet to “melt the clouds of sin and sadness, drive the dark 

of doubt away; giver of immortal gladness, fill us with the light of day.” 

It is the place where we can pick ourselves up and try again.  Amen. 

 

 

 


