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Sexuality and Household:

when “cultural reading” supersedes and skews the meaning of texts

Introduction

1 Patriarchies in contexts


I say “patriarchies in contexts” to emphasize my idea that patriarchy is different in each context. Patiarchy/kyriarchy has been a heuristic key for scholars who are doing feminist theology and biblical exegeses. In the summer of 2008, I was at SFTS summer school teaching Feminist Hermeneutics of the Gospels. In my class were 16 women with diverse social locations and backgrounds. They represented 9 countries: Nigeria, Kenya, Guyana, Mexico, Tonga, the Philippines, Malaysia, Myanmar and the USA. Including myself, we had an enormously diverse group with various ethnic, economic, political, and social backgrounds. I also found a variety of configurations in our home/family/households; some are singles, some married/re-married, some in the process of divorce, some divorced, and some lesbians. Some with young or adolescent children, and some without. As I listened to the sharing of their social locations, I was made aware that though each of us unanimously used the concept “patriarchy/kyriarchy” to explain our oppressed or marginalized situations, it has different connotations, content or meaning in each society and it appears in a variety of ways in daily life. Though the concept certainly plays a very important role in every society, I began asking each one to describe where and how she could experience patriarchy/kyriarchy as I realized it is very important to describe it in our own words. 

Even among those from Asia and the Pacific Islands, there were quite different experiences of patriarchy/kyriarchy. Ting Jin from Malaysia who lives in a mixed society of multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and multi-cultural complexities talked about women internalizing their marginalization, having lost their identity and groping to become subjects. Htoo Htoo from Myanmar told us she feels a strong need for the consciousness-raising of both men and women so that they may realize women and men are created equal. Margaret from the Philippines, currently working in Japan, said that in her society nobody mentions contraception because of their faith tradition and therefore women easily get pregnant. Lo from Tonga pointed out that the power of the national religion, the Methodist Christian church, has been strongly owned and controlled by males. She appeals for the need of emptying the power from the church system to make it truly egalitarian as well as Christian. In Japan, my country, patriarchy has also been a big issue for those who do feminist theology or practice feminist biblical exegesis, and this is where I would now like to turn. 

Definitions or descriptions of patriarchy/kyriarchy have to be changed in different places and times as social, political, economic, and religious situations change.
 I once wrote, “I use it as a major basis on which to observe, describe and analyze male-dominant structures of society and to locate all kinds of oppressive forms of marginalization, dehumanization, and exploitation in different spheres of life in society.”
 As a basic definition, I do not feel I need to change what I wrote, but I would like to make more explicit in the following pages how I see patriarchy/kyriarchy related to the understanding of sexuality and the family/household in Japan.  

2 Intention of this paper
For the purpose of making patriarchy explicit as we Japanese women currently experience it, I would like first to reflect on the foundational traditions or views that have affected the minds and behaviors of the Japanese and colored their perceptions through patriarchy/kyriarchy. I will then focus my work on reading the texts in Mark that seem to talk about the concepts of sexuality and family/household.  My study is motivated by my awareness that Jesus’ words recorded by Mark in the Greek, are not necessarily translated accurately nor interpreted appropriately by Japanese scholars who are mainly male, nor are they transmitted properly by the leaders of our male-centered churches. I suspect that the traditionally nurtured and supported ideas on sexuality and family/household in Japan have deeply and decisively affected the translation and interpretation of Jesus’ words recorded in Mark. I would like to pursue my suspicion that Japanese churches have a strong tendency to practice an eisegetical cultural reading of the texts concerned with sexuality and family/household. I am, of course, aware of the fact that the original words were written from certain vantage points which were also nurtured by the patriarchally biased society of first century Palestine.  

3 Traditionally nurtured and culturally conditioned views on sexuality and family/household of Japan

 When I say traditionally nurtured and culturally conditioned views, they include multifaceted elements that have worked together, intertwined with each other. I would like to place particular attention on patriarchy in Japan through considering: 

1) the family registration system started under the influence of Buddhism, 2) the Emperor system and state Shinto, 

3) Confucian teachings, 

4) the tradition of gender roles and the division of labor. 

All of these elements have contributed to create characteristics of the meaning of family in our society. In Japan, the family is quite private and closed. The household has been a basic unit of the society. As a result, only heterosexual marriages have been legitimated. Thus other sexual orientations and gender identities have been ignored or suppressed until very recently. 

1)Family registration

The history of the system of family registration goes back to ancient China, from which it was imported to countries in North East Asia(Japan, north and south Korea and Taiwan), as China was formally a political, cultural, and social model for the formation of these countries. It is said that a form of family registration existed in Japan before 600CE, but 1638 CE marks a new era when the Shogunate established the danka seido (a system of household registration incorporated with a Buddhist temple). This set up a system in which every Japanese household was obliged to register with a local Buddhist temple and financially support it. This occurred shortly after Christianity came to Japan. The government added the terauke seido (a “system of temple certification attesting innocence of association with subversive religion, namely Christianity”
) in 1662, and asked every adult to get an annual certificate from the Buddhist temple in order to prove her or his non-involvement in Christianity. Thus people were under a mandate to relate to Buddhism, and Buddhist temples became the only institutions authorized to conduct funerals. The tradition of having Buddhist temples take care of the dead has long been kept alive among the people.

2) Emperor’s “one big family”

After the Meiji Restoration, in 1868, when the Court took over power from the Shogunate, this legal system of family registration became part of the Emperor System. The Emperor System was the politico-legal institution recognized by the Meiji constitution and supported spiritually by Kokka (State) Shinto. Kokka Shinto is said to be a new branch of traditional Shintoism which has its origin in the pre-historic indigenous religion of the Japanese people, animism. However, the Kokka Shinto begun in 1868 by the Meiji imperial government was a distinctively politico-religious institution and lasted till the end of the Second World War, in 1945. It was used for the purpose of uniting all the people under one living god, the Emperor. The philosophy of the Emperor system which was closely tied to State Shinto emphasized the concept of one household with the claim that the nation of Japan consists of one big family. Shinto shrines took over the role that had belonged to Buddhist temples. The father of the nation family was the Emperor, and each family member was required to obey him as the absolute authority. The original meaning of patriarchy, “the rule of the father,” was literally practiced by the Emperor who claimed the whole nation as his family. When the government worked toward national unity, State Shinto played a very important role by heightening the spirit of loyalty and patriotic sentiment through honoring the Emperor as a living god. 

This system of national patriarchy naturally contributed additionally to strengthening the patriarchy in each family. Nationally, the Emperor was absolute as the father of the nation; domestically, fathers had absolute authority over their households. Wives and children were to be subordinate to the lords of their families. Thus the discrimination of women and girls became even more clear cut. Women were valued only when they gave birth to male heirs. Until recently, marriage was a matter not of two individuals but of two families. Social classes and family lineages have been the two important elements to be considered when one decides one’s partner though there have been more conscientized women and men who have rejected the traditional ways and chose their partners freely. Patriarchy in Japan thus engendered the gender-role system and legitimated the division of labor between women and men by casting men for bread winning and women for taking care of the household and nurturing children.  

3) World War II defeat  

Japan was forced to abolish the “Emperor System” in 1945 as a result of Japan’s defeat in the Second World War. The Emperor has now declared his humanness and become a symbol of the people. However, patriarchy remains as a norm for living, influencing, and forming the frame of reference for thinking, morals, and beliefs: in other words it shapes people’s consciousness. Despite the new constitution guaranteeing equal rights between wife and husband/woman and man, and abolishing the paterfamilias system, the traditional manners and habitual customs have remained and survive to this day. The family registration system has never been abolished, and continues to discriminate against illegitimate children and makes it difficult for immigrants to set up their families legally. It must be admitted that laws cannot transform human consciousness so easily.  

4) Family ties and genealogy

Another element we need to take into consideration when we talk about the mentality that reveres close family ties and honors ancestral connections is brought in by Confucian teachings that influenced countries in Northeast Asia; China, north and south Korea, and Japan. The way it influenced each culture in these countries is varied. Filial duty to one’s family has been taught as the core of Confucian teachings in Japan. It has buttressed the patriarchal family system by offering various spiritual rites and ethical bases of behavior. It kept the idea of a personal identity as a member of a family, and so it became very important for a person to speak and behave with the consciousness, that they might bring either honor or shame to her/his family. 

As I dig into the meaning or experience of patriarchy/kyriarchy in my own context, I face a vortex of multifaceted spiritual and religious backgrounds all of which have contributed to the creation of patriarchal/kyriarchal mindsets. The residue of the historical systems that were based on patriarchal religions is more seriously and explicitly observed in our family system. It still remains intact through the continuation of family registration as the basis of the current political system of Japan. 

4 My focus 

I would like to find a way for us in the Christian churches of Japan to cope with and overcome this mentality which can be observed even now. Reading texts in Mark, especially those that talk about family, household, and family ties, with this lens is common practice. I must admit that in our Japanese churches, voices that seek to legitimate only traditional heterosexual marriages are still very strong. This attitude is deeply related to and influenced by the traditional concepts of family I have described above. On the other hand, we cannot deny a more liberating voice which is trying to recognize diverse expressions of sexuality and relationships and has often been heard, yet suppressed.  

I would now like to read the texts with the question in mind of what can we trace in the life of Jesus and his followers on his/their thoughts about sexuality and sexual relationships, particularly on household or family.  

Overview on Women in Mark and Jesus’ Sexuality

1  Peculiarity of women in Mark

It is plausible to say we hardly meet a couple who was actually married in Mark’s gospel. As far as women are concerned, almost all of them are either single, divorced, currently unmarried or widowed. In other words, they have no male person who would protect or represent them in the patriarchal society of the time. Many examples come to mind: the hemorrhaging woman(5:21-43), the Syrophoenician woman with her daughter(7:24-30), widows who lost all they had because of  shrewd scribes(12:40), the poor widow who donated her last two leptas(12:41-44), the woman who anointed Jesus(14:3-9), the servant-girl of the high priest who challenged Peter(14:66-72), Mary of Magdala, Mary the mother of Jacob, Salome and many other women who were at the cross and the empty tomb(15:40-41, 47; 16:1-8), Peter’s mother-in-law who became the first female disciple of Jesus and kept serving(1:29-31), and Mary who gave birth to an illegitimate son, Jesus(3:20-21, 31-35; 6:3; (15:40-41, 47: 16:1-8)). Among the many female characters found in the gospel, Jairus, the leader of the synagogue and his wife are the only couple who are recorded as being legitimately married (5:5:21-24, 35-43). It is uncertain whether Herodia, whom Herod remarried, is legitimately divorced (6:14-29). The women whom Mark pays much attention to are mostly non-married. In the Hellenistic-Roman world where most women are married, the women  mentioned above belong to the minority of the minority. We can clearly see one of the outstanding characteristics of the followers of Jesus’ movement in this statistic.

2  Did Jesus marry?

There is no evidence Jesus is married. Nevertheless this fact does not mean that Jesus has no sexuality or is celibate. It may be incidental, as in the Hellenistic-Roman world men do not marry until they reach thirty or older. If we say that when Jesus begins his movement, he is about 30 (cf. Lk.3:23), there is a high possibility that marriage is still just beyond his interest.

Despite this fact, in the history of the church, Jesus has been considered as a model for an un-married man and has become a symbol of those without sexuality. It has resulted in separating sexuality from the body, and in an asceticism which did away with sexuality as an expression of love and produced a theology that permits sexuality only for re-production.

In the 2nd century, Clement of Alexandria notes, “There are those who say openly that marriage is fornication. They lay it down as a dogma that it was instituted by the devil…. Next, they do not know the reason why the Lord did not marry. In the first place, he had his own bride, the Church. Secondly, he was not a common man to need a physical partner. Further, he did not have an obligation to produce children; he was born God’s only Son and survives eternally.  It is this very Lord who says, “Let no human being part that which God has joined together.””
(Underline is mine. The same in the following.) What did the author mean by saying he was not a common man? On the other hand, Augustine of Hippo who was active between the 4th and 5th century, wrote, “Human nature, then, is without doubt ashamed of this lust; and justly so, for the insubordination of these members, and their defiance of the will, are the clear testimony of the punishment of man's first sin. And it was fitting that this should appear specially in those parts by which is generated that nature which has been altered for the worse by that first and great sin—that sin from whose evil connection no one can escape, unless God's grace expiate in him individually that which was perpetrated to the destruction of all in common, when all were in one man, and which was avenged by God's justice.”
 It is not clear if he wrote the above in order to emphasize Jesus’ unusual nature or in order to lay bare his own lamenting heart as he realized how much discipline he needed to become like Jesus. In either case, he seems to have understood sexuality as something to be overcome rather than accepting it as it is.  

Robert E. Goss writes that in the 12th century “Thomas Aquinas maintained that Jesus assumed all the bodily defects due to sin. He was subject to death, hunger, thirst, and all such human needs. Aquinas argues that although Christ assumed the bodily defects due to sin, he possessed all the grace and the virtues most perfectly, controlling any taint of concupiscent appetite or sexual drives.”

 As we have seen, it may be plausible to say that the history of the Christian church shows the way believers understood Jesus’ celibacy as his sexual particularity and invented steps for a self-disciplined secluded life in hopes of coming closer to Jesus’ holiness. 

3  Sexuality negated in church history

Following the above quotation, Augustine advances his argument as follows, “And therefore that marriage, worthy of the happiness of Paradise, should have had desirable fruit without the shame of lust, had there been no sin. But how that could be, there is now no example to teach us. Nevertheless, it ought not to seem incredible that one member might serve the will without lust then, since so many serve it now. Do we now move our feet and hands when we will to do the things we would by means of these members?” (City of God, 14.23) 
 He legitimates heterosexual intercourse only and limits it for procreation. Thus, heterosexual marriage has been recognized as the ideal for the concept of “family” and expanded its function as a basic unit for a society/nation. The concept has gained significant value and been used rhetorically in many ways to protect heterosexual marriage. Needless to say, the concept of “family” has been widely used by those in power in the church.
 


Thus, sexuality and procreation have become separated. Procreation is legitimated while other sexual behaviors are ignored. If procreation is valued, women are valued only for their reproductive function. Then freedom of choice concerning the issues of pregnancy and the dignity of controlling one’s own body may be withdrawn. This marriage system is nothing other than a patriarchally controlled relationship between women and men.  Here we can see how power can control a relationship.  


As a result, the system has excluded many, sexual minorities, gender minorities, single parents, singles, illegitimate children, barren women, non-married ones, re-married ones, etc. The overwhelming power of heterosexual marriage has through the centuries degraded many persons to second-class citizenship. 


Thus, procreation has become a political doctrine that supports the value of the traditional family system.  Since the doctrine has been accepted by most of the Christian churches in Japan, they have had to face a more serious issue if they want to welcome homo-sexuals and trans-gendered persons to their faith communities, even if they are “generous” enough to accept the couples who cannot give birth to babies or those who decided not to have babies.


Sexuality is in tune with reciprocity, love, sympathy, intimacy, community, friendship. It has no concern about the power relationship of dominance and subjugation. Therefore, such violent relationships as rape, forced intercourse, sexual abuse, sex as weapon, addictive relationships, intercourse without affection, and seductive lust cannot be included as a part of sexuality.
 


According to Michel Foucault, “Sexuality is part of our behavior. It’s part of our world freedom. Sexuality is something we create. It is our own creation…. We have to understand that with our desires go new forms of relationships, new forms of love, new forms of creation. Sex is not a fatality; it’s a possibility for creative life”
 His statement seems critical about the situation that sexuality has been hidden under the surface of the water and suppressed in silence, even though it is a part of God’s creation and we cannot evade it as long as it is endowed within us. It is true that all sorts of prohibitions, limitations and rules have been added to sexual activities by churches. As a whole, we have had a long period of time of legitimizing only heterosexuality as well as limiting marriage to heterosexuals.  


There are some who think the love relationship based on justice that is rooted in the metaphor of covenant described in the scriptures can provide the energy to overcome patriarchy and misogyny, as well as the hatred of homosexuality and transgendered persons that is rooted in patriarchy.
If we take sexuality as being furnished by God and as creating a just relationship with a partner to whom one devotes her/his love, we must say it is too narrow-minded to insist that only those in a heterosexual marriage can practice such a relationship. If we define sexuality as being fully open to one’s partner and accepting her/him as she/he is, it is not limited only to heterosexual persons. Vulnerability to expose one’s body and mind to another person is not a monopoly of heterosexuals. If we gain a wider perspective on sexuality as stated above, it makes it possible to see more diverse and richer relationships.

4 Jesus’ view on sexuality

For Jesus, was sexuality not an urgent issue? It is difficult to find his teaching on sexuality. We cannot imagine he was without sexuality as a human being. Did he intentionally keep silent on the issue? For Mark, silence might be the only solution to limit sexual intercourse to procreation through heterosexual marriage so that Jesus’  sexuality might not be scandalized as the son of God.


There is no text that witnesses that Jesus left any teaching that directly talked about sexuality, but there are valuable texts in which we can read Jesus’ very critical statements on the traditional family system including marriage. I would like to see what we can learn from them.  And I would like to show how far church history strayed from the original way Jesus and his followers might have exercised their sexuality.

Jesus’ Concept on the Family

1 Contrast between behaviors taken by Jesus’ family and the scribes

What did Jesus think about the family as given birth through marriage? Mark wrote in an early chapter, “His family went out to restrain him” (3:21). The reason his family came to retrieve him is that they heard people saying “He has gone out of his mind” (3:21). There was also a rumor frequently heard which said, “He has an unclean spirit” (3:30). His family did not think this reputation was desirable and took it as a shame on his family. They were apparently concerned about their appearances as members of his “family.” Mark continues the story by describing in much detail how his family tried to contact him(3:31-35). It is then that Mark includes Jesus’ ideas on family. When his mother and brothers came to fetch him, none of them dared talk to Jesus directly. They instead waited outside and sent a messenger to him. They might have stayed outside as they did not want to make their family trouble public or they might have been concerned about the social reputation they might get as a shamed family. The behavior taken by Jesus’ family shows a behavioral pattern typical of a culture in which people think it a very important norm to bring the family honor or shame. It is no wonder that his father never appeared in this scene. This episode concerning his family is divided into two scenes, which sandwich a dispute between Jesus and the scribes. Intercalation is one of Mark’s literary tools. In the dispute the scribes are also afraid their pride might be hurt by Jesus. In this sense his family and the scribes stand on the same level of concern for not losing face and keeping their honor. Nevertheless the scribes openly challenge Jesus by saying, “He has Beelzebul,” and ”By the ruler of the demons he casts out demons” (3:22). They try to get public recognition by challenging Jesus in public. They behaved quite differently from Jesus’ biological family.


They sound as though they are insisting that Jesus is a social pollution by declaring he has Beelzebul and labeling him as unclean. The scribes try to lead the people by attempting to sink him into oblivion by creating a situation in which they assert that nobody can’t take Jesus seriously. This is a very bad situation for his family so that it is natural for them to try to retrieve him and hide him from the public eye. 

2 Unexpected response given by Jesus

Jesus, however, surprised everyone by throwing a remarkable response to both his family who felt so embarrassed and the scribes who have socially and religiously more power than Jesus. Mark writes that Jesus said, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” “Here are my mother and by brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother” (3:34-35). According to Jesus’ definition, the focus of a community as a family lies in “doing the will of God.”


What is distinctive in this definition can be found in the following points; 1) Jesus’ faith community implies not only that it is open to everybody, but also it breaks down the traditional barrier of family as blood-related or lineage-connected. 2) It also implies liberating women from their obligation to give birth to heirs of the family. 3) In addition, the traditional concept of family that is signaled by a marriage between a man and a woman is overwritten. It is very valuable to observe here that neither sexual orientation or gender identities are questioned in living under such a concept of family.
 

3  Separation from the idea of blood-related tie
Mark recounts a story that happens just before Jesus goes up to Jerusalem (10:17-30), in which he tells how difficult it is for the rich to get into the reign of God. In the story, Jesus speaks to his disciples calling them “Children,” which alerts us that the calling may reflect a patriarchal hierarchy between Jesus and his followers. Yet at the end he says, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and fields with persecutions—and in the age to come eternal life.” It is very possible to see Jesus recognize his disciples by calling them children, members of his family with a new concept of doing the will of God. Therefore, the story may imply that doing the will of God means specifically to leave one’s blood related family as well as one’s house and fields which have shaped a shared territorial bond. It should be also noted here that Jesus does not deny a blood related family, but widens its concept and borders. It is also remarkable to see in Jesus’ speech, that the word “father” which is included in the subjects or nouns to leave behind, is left out in the phrase about receiving a hundredfold of houses, brothers and sisters, mother and children, and fields. We may see here Jesus denying patriarchal fathers who have maintained the power over their families. Or, in another case, when Jesus prayed at Gethsemane, he said, according to Mark, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want” (14:36). Mark may think that Jesus considered God to be the only father of us all. If it is so, it becomes very plausible for us to take Mark and probably Jesus, too, as having an image of a household that is limitlessly open to everybody. 


The reason Jesus not only initiated being non-married and leaving his family, but also urged his disciples to do the same, may have been to teach them to look for an alternative, eschatological fellowship, family, community and state. We may conclude that it is the very traditional family system which has functioned as an important part of the world order that Jesus is challenging.

Jesus’ View on Marriage Seen through the Story in Mark 10:1-12

1 Interpretation of Japanese scholars affected by traditional culture

Family or household has been considered one of the main teachings of the Christian faith in Japanese churches and in the minds of believers as well. Nevertheless the concept of family or household seems to have been based on the traditionally nurtured concept in relation to family registration born of the mixture of Buddhism and state Shinto, and the Confucian teachings on family. Confucian thinking teaches life is continuous from the deceased to the ones to be born in the future. It emphasizes the genealogical connection of blood-related family/household. Naturally, marriage based on heterosexual relationships has been far predominant over other sexual relationships. 

Most theological scholars in Japan have agreed that Jesus offered teachings about divorce. Therefore the teaching implies remarriage, because the discourse would not have happened if remarriage was not an issue. In addition many insist that heterosexual marriage is the only form of family/household. Based on this argument, could we say Jesus supported only heterosexual marriage? It seems too quick to conclude so. I would like to scrutinize the text concerning “divorce, remarriage and adultery” recorded in Mark 10:1-12. But first of all I would like to begin with Jesus’ saying which is found at the end of the story (v. 11-12).

2 Discourse on “marriage, divorce, remarriage and adultery” 

Jesus’ saying: “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery”(NRSV Mk 10:11-12) is found as an addition to the discourse with the Pharisees. It is his reply to a further question raised by his disciples. 

1)Patriarchal bias

First of all, Mark surprises us by drawing our attention to the fact that Jesus refers to a woman’s initiative on divorce as well as a man’s. The expression puts women and men on an equal basis while the Pharisees refer to men only when they ask Jesus: “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” They ask the question based on the Deuteronomic law, which is written in Deuteronomy 24:1: “Suppose a man enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not please him because he finds something objectionable about her, and so he writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house…”(NRSV). Scholars assume that this is the foundation of the discourse in Mark. According to the law, “divorce” can take place at the will of the husband any time he likes. It is patriarchally biased law, which demotes wives to a very subordinate position.

In all the Japanese translations of the saying, we notice man “takes a wife,” while woman “is taken to a husband.” The Greek uses in both cases the same word “gameo, meaning ‘marry’.” The translations reflect the Japanese traditional, patriarchal view of marriage in which women are always dealt with as passive and as possessions. The translations result in not only supporting the old traditional marriage, but also erasing the egalitarian expression that Jesus uses. This surely reveals that translation is none other than interpretation.

2)Concept of adultery

(a)  Migaku Sato

Migaku Sato, who is a distinguished translator/exegete of the gospels in Japan, comments on “adultery” referring to Jesus’ saying in Matthew 5:32 :“…anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of chastity, causes her to commit adultery” as follows,

Once a wife is divorced, she becomes almost a non-person in Jesus’ time in Judea. The only way left for her to survive is to be remarried. However, in this text, it is said that if she is remarried, the previous marriage is definitely broken. It is so, because the husband is never considered to commit adultery even when he breaks the marriage, while the wife is convicted of adultery when she breaks the marriage.
(my translation)

In addition, he makes another comment on Mt 5:27, “In the male-centered Judaism of the time, ‘adultery’ is the sin committed by a wife against her husband.”
His comments remind us of the traditional marriage relationship in which men are always exempt from sexual guilt, while women always receive blame for sexual transgressions.

  
In other words, we can infer Sato interprets Jesus’ saying on adultery as follows;

(1) When a husband divorces his wife, he does not commit adultery.

(2) A wife, when divorced, has only one choice. That is, to be remarried.

As a result, the previous marriage is broken and she is convicted of adultery.

  According to his interpretation, adultery comes into existence when a woman remarries another man after her husband divorces her. Thus she is convicted of adultery. Reading his interpretation makes me ask anew how adultery comes into existence in the Hebrew scripture and check if his comments are true or not. 
(b) Hebrew Scripture

According to the Deuteronomic laws, adultery comes into existence when a man victimizes a woman who is married or un-married. In other words, adultery is committed when a man infringes on the wife of another man or a virgin daughter of a father whose property she is. Therefore the man is considered criminal, first of all, then the wife who has now been labeled his accomplice, is accused of sin (cf. Dt 22:22-29). Certainly, Sato’s comment is true in saying that a husband who divorces his wife does not commit adultery. In addition, from the context of the discourse (Mk 10:2, “Is it possible for a man to divorce his wife?”) and from the tradition (Dt 24:1), we can tell that a husband divorces his wife at his own free will.

Now it has become clear that Sato has another view. He contends that a husband’s divorcing his wife results in her committing adultery through her remarriage.  I argue it is the wife’s adultery (having intercourse with another person) that produces the broken relationship of the original marriage. The Greek word used for “commit adultery” is “moicheuo” in its middle form, which grammatically shows active involvement of the subject. It may show that wives, when they are involved in relationships with other men, are more committed to their new relationships than those with their husbands and may show their desire to separate from their current husbands.


It is clear that the second point Sato makes, that a wife is convicted of adultery if she marries another man after her husband divorces her, is not true.  

    3) Concept of divorce

(a) Divorce initiated by women


Sato’s statement that the only way for a divorced wife to survive is to be remarried is not also correct because remarriage is not the only option left for the divorced woman. In Mark 10:11-12 where the husband and wife are dealt with equally, we find it possible for a wife to divorce (“apolusai” in Greek) her husband. There are some who insist the phrase does not go back to Jesus by arguing that it was impossible for wives to initiate divorces in the context of Judaism at the time of Jesus. However, since Bernadette Brooten published her study with results giving evidence that women could initiate divorces at that time, her thesis has been supported by many.
 Therefore, it becomes difficult to deny the phrase as going back to Jesus himself. As a result, it becomes impossible to completely consent to what Sato says about the divorced woman whose only option was to be remarried.  Women who initiated divorce must have had some means to earn their daily bread.  

Nevertheless, many widows and divorced women of the time were able to remarry. In fact, there were many women who died after giving birth to their babies and therefore many of the divorced women were asked to remarry to replace the dead mothers.   

(b) My contention

I think it is more natural to take the meaning of Jesus’ statement in the following manner.  A wife who is handed a letter of divorce by her husband without her consent as written in Deuteronomy 24:1, is possibly driven to committing adultery with another person because she has not followed the legitimate process of divorce with the approval of them both. Her adultery is not such as discussed in relation to her previous husband.  

A husband who one-sidedly divorces his wife can not only motivate her to have relationship with another man but is also in danger of committing adultery by engaging in a relationship with another woman. Thus my interpretation turns out to be quite different from Sato. Here I have to raise another question on the translation of the term “divorce (apolusai/apoluō in Greek)” though I have used “divorce” so far following NRSV.

(c) Not “divorce” but “throw away”

Should we translate “apolusai/apoluō” “divorce”? The argument I deployed in the above section also depends on how we interpret/translate the word “apolusai.” The Japanese word used in Sato’s translation, “Rien” legally implies “dissolving adoption” and is popularly used for the separation of a married couple. In Japan there used to be a popular expression using the same word when a husband thrusts a note of divorce at his wife. Coincidentally the situation women of Japan experienced in the old days fits well with what Sato reads in the texts in the sense that separation or divorce could be initiated by the arbitrary will of husbands. The translated word may be effective to express the unilateral relationship of a husband with his wife, but if we look for a more appropriate translation that is faithful to the Greek word and able to be equally used for both woman and man, we had better use “throw away,””abandon,” or ”terminate unilaterally.” I argue “apolusai” has a particular meaning that is not what we generally think of as “divorce.” In other cases in the Christian Testament, “apoluo” is also used in the sense “to set a distance,” “annul a relationship,” and “throw away.” When “throw away” or “abandon” is used, it makes explicit that separation is not made as a result of the agreement of the two (cf. Mk 5:36, 45; 8:9). 

In Deuteronomy 24:1, a husband writes his wife “a certificate of divorce.” “Certificate” is in Greek “apostasion,” which means “abandonment” or ”alienation,” and the word may be used because there is no reciprocity in this kind of divorce. It also implies that the dissolution of the marriage could be done without reciprocal consent at all. Then another question comes up concerning what Greek term used for “divorce” would have the same legal meaning in our regular usage today. I will deal with this issue later.

4) What does Jesus’ reply imply?

(a)The word, “apoluō”

The word “apoluō” is used both in Jesus’ response and in the question raised by the Pharisees. Actually it is remarkable when we learn that Jesus makes use of the very word that has been used one-sidedly by men and applies it equally to both women and men. By putting both women and men on an equal level, he reverses the question and reveals the focus of the real issue. 

From the text it is plausible to say Jesus does not refer to “divorce and remarriage” in the sense that he is asked by the Pharisees. He has rather raised a different question about a series of behaviors to “throw away one’s partner unilaterally and then seek to remarry” which could happen far more dominantly to men of the first century of Judea than to women. 

Jesus surprisingly then prohibits such a practice by both women and men. The text that refers to both woman and man is found only in Mark, the first born of the four Gospels, and which may have the highest possibility of coming from Jesus’ mouth. Therefore we need to take particular note of the point that this text is not simply prohibiting divorce. It is not simply prohibiting a husband from divorcing his wife at his arbitrary will, but is also prohibiting both the wife and the husband from the behavior of “throwing away her/his partner and seeking remarriage.” “Throwing away one’s partner” is not a divorce based on consent given by both sides. In such circumstances, without pursuing the legitimate process of divorce, if one seeks to remarry, it should then be denoted as committing adultery. This is how we should interpret Jesus’ challenge and prohibition. The new meaning of adultery given by Jesus describes a situation when one partner in the marriage discards the other without their consent to marry someone else.

Jesus’ saying in 10:11-12, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery”(NRSV) calls for still closer scrutiny. To the first half referring to men, the phrase “against her” is added while “against him” is not included in the last half referring to women. Sato comments that this woman designates his previous wife and not the woman he seeks to remarry.
In this case, since the man has not executed his separation from his previous wife on a reciprocal basis, we can say he commits adultery to both his previous wife and the new woman he marries. The reason the same thing is not repeated regarding the behavior of the wife may be found in the reality that she has the least chance to throw away her husband in the patriarchal society of 1st century Judea. 

(b) Re-defining the concept

Then what do these words imply? The two actions of “Throwing one’s partner away” and “seeking re-marriage” must have taken place at the same time because they together reveal the man’s intention. A reason for these acts could be for a man to satisfy his lust. If this were not happening, Jesus would not need to challenge the practice. What surprises us in his saying is that he implies the same could happen to women. Not only does he put women and men on an equal level as a part of God’s creation, but he also warns both women and men that they could commit adultery. We might then infer that Jesus prohibits “divorce” when it is pursued with a desire to satisfy one’s lust so that Jesus might urge his followers ascetic self-restraint in an eschatological hope that the reign of God is already around the corner.
 

(c) Creation story: theological significance of marriage

To the Pharisees who raise questions using the law as their shield, Jesus responds by drawing on phrases in Genesis 1:27 and 2:24, which do not explicitly talk about divorce. I would like to draw attention to this notion and the texts.

Mark records the discursive story just before the prohibition phrase; “throw away one’s partner and seek for re-marriage” (10:2-9). It is Pharisees that challenge him with the intention to test Jesus. “Is it possible for a husband to throw away his wife?”(my translation). After some conversation, he indicates his answer by quoting and combining two phrases from Genesis (1:22 and 2:24 or 5:2). He says, “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” (NRSV). The clause in parenthesis indicates some uncertainty about whether it existed in the text (Such manuscripts as Sinaiticus, Vaticanus and Athos omit it.). Jesus further adds his own interpretation of the quotation. “So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate (kōrizō in Greek).” According to this statement, Jesus absolutely prohibits divorce. We need to make it clear that his focus is on infringing on or turning against God’s will through human selfishness. Nevertheless, we should take the word “separate” in this phrase as expressing “divorce with reciprocal consent,” for it cannot mean otherwise on an egalitarian basis. I would like to emphasize that “separate” (kōrizō) has a very different meaning from “throw away”(apoluō). 

While the Pharisees challenge him drawing on Deuteronomic law which makes it possible for a husband to throw away his wife in a one-sided manner, Jesus announces the true intention of marriage. While they ask about the possibility of divorce, he makes his response based on a theological concept of marriage. It is, therefore clear that we cannot decide whether Jesus legitimates divorce or not.  The discourse centers around the issue caused by heterosexual marriage, but we cannot argue from this statement that Jesus limits sexual relationships only to those between heterosexual persons.
 For certain it is not a teaching of the prohibition of divorce, either.

Jesus, who talks about the foundation of marriage by drawing upon God’s creation story in Genesis, does not see divorce as realistic or possible. He cannot see “throwing away one’s partner unilaterally and seeking to marry another” as a legitimate way of cancelling one’s marriage, either.


In Mark, the cancellation of marriage that seemed one-sidedly possible for a husband was clearly transformed by Jesus. He put it on an equal level and made it possible for a wife to divorce her husband. It should be noted that Jesus thought it was a foundational aspect of marriage to see that both women and men are on an equal level. At the same time he reinterpreted adultery, which used to be considered an infringement on a man’s property, and gave a new meaning that adultery can happen when either the woman or the man, throws away her/his partner and seeks another relationship with a new partner.” Jesus’ transformative attitude is epoch-making. While he was strongly against throwing away or abandoning one’s partner, it is not certain if he was also against divorce which was executed reciprocally.  

5) What can we see from this study?

To a discourse which began with a challenging question concerning throwing away one’s wife, Jesus made a few points very clear.  1) Divorce cannot take place based on one party’s desire alone. 2) Throwing away one's partner and seeking to marry another is adultery. 3) Adultery in this sense can happen to either the wife or the husband. 4) The theological foundation of marriage is in the will of God as intended in the creation story. Therefore it essentially rejects human arbitrariness. 5) The possibility of divorce is not negated. 6) Sexuality is not negated. 7) Partners whom God ties together are not necessarily limited to heterosexual relations. This can be especially said in the case of Mark as he never refers to any exception, unlike Matthew.
 He expands the concept of family/household to a community to which everyone is invited.

If we focus on God’s will along with the theological concept that every human being is a part of God’s creation, we can glimpse the possibility of accepting any two persons who commit to each other as partners. The two points Jesus shows are 1) to interpret partnership based on God’s creation and 2) to extend the traditional horizon of family/household to the extent that everybody is included equally. Following these ideas, we may be able to overcome the traditional boundaries which have been given or taught that did not allow us to see beyond heterosexual relations and to perceive diverse ways of marrying under the will of God or creating families. It is never possible to see in Jesus’ teaching that procreation is the only reason for sexual intercourse. On the contrary, in a fellowship that includes diverse persons as a family, it will become realistic for anyone; never married ones, currently unmarried ones, persons with diverse sexual orientations and gender-identities, to accept each other as persons on the equal level. 

I must say this is very important for us, Japanese Christians to be disturbed by the present situation of the churches in Japan which hides in a deep mist the uniqueness and revolutionary quality of Jesus’ movement. We must engage in gazing at the dimly lit texts of the scriptures.  

It is regretable to see that the dominant-subordinate relationship of hierarchy between Christ and the church is already expressed in the Christian Testament(cf. 1Cor 11:712 et al.). Furthermore, the patriarchal relationship of a husband with his wife is used as a metaphor to explain the relationship between Christ and the church(cf. 1Cor 11:3; Eph 1:22;4:16, Col 1:18; 2:19 et al). Thus we can trace the process of how quickly in early Christian church history heterosexual marriage began to be admired and the subordinate position of wife to husband was confirmed.  Here we encounter a new question of whether it is appropriate to grasp the relationship between Christ and the church through the metaphor of the dominant-subordinate relationship of heterosexual marriage, but this has to be challenged at another time as it is beyond our present concern. We may have to conclude that in the early church heterosexual marriage was already recognized as the only legitimate form of marriage. Even then, we cannot conclude that there were no other sexual relationships existent.

Conclusion

As Jesus boldly criticized the traditional way of life in the midst of his society and presented new definitions, we are surely asked to awaken our courage as well as our responsibility to ask what is the basic and urgent question to be asked by ourselves and our churches? We may be asked to grope about to discern where and how the will of God appears for us who are living in our churches today. It has become apparent that the church’s interpretation of the texts of putting the strongest emphasis on heterosexual relationships was not true with Jesus and his followers.  We must conclude that a “cultural reading” on marriage done consciously and unconsciously by Japanese churches needs thoroughgoing, exegetical scrutiny. In addition, we must conclude that the so-called cultural reading of a text can abuse its original meaning. We have found profound, audacious ideas in the resources recorded in Mark. Though they are not abundant, they are powerful enough to overturn the skewed interpretation of the texts given by a culturally colored traditional interpretation of the texts.  It may be very difficult for churches to undergo change, especially because their interpretations are in tune with traditionally accepted social conventions, but they need to be continually challenged.



It is encouraging to see the recent discoveries and studies of the Gospel of Judas in addition to other documents such as the Nag Hammadi Documents and the Gospel of Mary.  They show the possibility of a variety of understandings and interpretations that are quite different from what we have learned in our canon. Churches are to be challenged to search for a quite new way through which we can accept the reality of diverse sexuality.  
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On Jesus’ concept of family, Matthew records as follows; “whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother”(12:46-50) and Luke also writes in the same sense, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it” (8:19-21). We can say both Luke and Matthew show the same understanding as Mark. The people who are from the same village as Jesus cannot grasp the meaning of family beyond being a blood-related community. They ask, “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?” (6:3)
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� If so, separation seeking for “ascetic self-restraint” and separation based on the consent of the both sides which are argued in 1 Corinthians 7:5 by Paul is also taken realistic in his eschatological hope for the pressing reign of God.


�  As we see in Matthew’ version(cf. Mt 19:9”…whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries another commits adultery.”), if “unchastity,” which is in Greek porneia, can be the only reason for legitimizing “divorce,” we should ask what kind of behavior “porneia” designates. Most scholars take it as sexual misconducts which are considered unethical. Tom Hanks writes, “…porneia, originally meaning simply ‘prostitution’ but later extended to cover other sexual misconduct….”(p. 33) According to Dale Martin, “Porneia could mean any of a number of sexual actions considered immoral by Jews. I am unconvinced by scholarship that has tried to pin down the meaning more specifically than ‘sexual immorality.’”(p. 232, n29) He continues, “The word clearly had a wide range of semantic meaning in first-century Jewish contexts, and that wide range should be allowed by any responsible translation or interpretation.” Sato states in his translation, “The original word(porneia) means illegitimate intercourse in general. Here, from the context, it designates wife’s sexual misconduct outside her marriage. In other words, it is equal to ‘adultery’”(p. 110).


Since both Mark and Matthew list “porneia” together with adultery (“moicheia”) on the list of immoral conducts (Mk 7:21-22, Mt 15:19), it is apparent that “pornaia” is different from “moicheia.” In the Hebrew Scripture, “zanah” is used and its meanings are: (1) generally it is used to designate wrong sexual relationship and has tendency to be applied to woman’s behavior and (2) it may imply separation (from God) or digression. The verb form of “porneia” is “pernemi,” which has a meaning “to sell (especially slaves).” Since many prostitutes of Hellenistic-Roman era were female slaves who were bought for the work, it is more probable to think that “porneia” meant “to buy and sell  for sexual relations,” that is, conduct of prostitution. 


In the Hebrew Scripture, adultery is under strict laws and rules, because it infringes on man’s property. On the other hand, prostitues are women under no man’s protection and therefore remain overlooked with no strict laws or restriction. Against the popular interpretation, it seems more important to take “porneia” as buying prostitutes and selling prostitution. Having said so, if a woman who is a wife to a man resorts to do prostitution, we should imagine there has been something very serious between her and her husband that makes her run away from him and engage in prostitution. Their marriage might be already ended in failure, but if there is no way for a wife to divorce him except running away from him, prostitution used to be one of the few means through which non-married women can make living on their own. Jesus in Matthew seems to insist that there is no reason to bind her to her husband, if the marriage is already failed and she resorts herself to do prostitution. If so, we can say Jesus is not against divorce.  


In addition, this exception phrase may witness how difficult it used to be for a woman to execute divorce. Furthermore, if we see Jesus in Mark daring to talk women and men on the equal level, it seems easy for us to imagine women have less power concerning divorce and re-marriage. At least Jesus in Mark harshly challenges heterosexual marriage that is affirmed on disproportionate relationship between man and woman.


� In the case of Matthew, he thinks heterosexual relations more probable as he not only refers to the exception phrase but also seriously discusses about male lust (cf. Mt 5:27-28).
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