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Every three years, on the 21st Sunday of Ordinary Time, we hear in the Mass, a reading from St. Paul that is arguably the most provocative biblical passage.  Is it any coincidence that it is followed by a Gospel reading in which Jesus asks, in arguably the biggest liturgical understatement, “does this [saying] shock you?” (John 6:61).

The infamous “wives be subordinate to your husbands” passage is perhaps every preacher’s greatest nightmare, as it inevitably distracts from the conclusion of our five-week reading of John 6 (the Eucharistic chapter of John’s Gospel) with a teaching that stirs great discomfort in our modern, politically correct sensitivities.

Jesus faced this kind of reaction when he taught his followers to “eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood” (John 6:53).  Misinterpreting this assertion as an invitation to veritable cannibalism (John 6:52), many of His angry, scandalized followers reacted by simply abandoning Jesus (John 6:66), leaving only the Twelve as his ardent followers (John 6:67-69).  As people who regularly receive Christ’s Flesh and Blood in the Eucharist, we have come to understand and embrace this once scandalous and provocative teaching.

Perhaps Paul, too, faced a similar reaction to his writing from those who first read the letter to the Ephesians so long ago, but possibly for opposite reasons from today.  At a time when women were considered second-class citizens in a male dominated society, and wives were considered part of a man’s property, hence their submission, it would have been radical, to say the least, to propose that husbands must “love [their] wives as Christ loved the Church” (Eph 5:25a).  In remembering that Christ “handed himself over for her” (Eph 5:25b), Paul’s instruction is nothing less than an expectation that a husband’s obligation to his wife (socially considered property) is to give his very life for her.

In this passage, Paul presents his revolutionary teaching on the tradition of marriage, not as a social institution designed to provide insurance, inheritance and financial benefits between husband and wife; not merely as “a piece of paper” documenting a contractual agreement between parties; not as a mere word whose definition can change with the prevailing moral wind of the time; and certainly not as socio-political affirmation for a particular lifestyle, but as a divine institution that symbolizes the intimate love between Christ and His Bride, the Church.

It would appear, therefore, in our modern, feminist laden world, that this teaching has not changed.  While wives are no longer considered to be the property of a husband, but an equal partner – a value that grows right out of the Christian teaching on marriage – Paul continues to call on husbands to “give [themselves] up” for their wives, “even as Christ loved the church and handed himself over for her” (Eph 5:25b).

One could still argue for the sexual inequality of the passage in that while husbands must give their lives, submission is all that is required of the wife, (sexist?) until the very first line of the passage is taken into consideration, a passage that underlies this entire teaching, and in fact, all of Christian human relations – “Be subordinate to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Eph 5:21).  No one dominates anyone; no one is superior to anyone.  Rather all, being equal before God, are called to mutual respect, submission and subordination out of deference to our respect, submission and subordination to Christ.

In this teaching of Christian and marital mutuality we can see husbands being subordinate to wives; we can see wives loving husbands “even as Christ loved the Church,” with no social values, be they ancient or modern, feminist or chauvinist, liberal or conservative, distracting us from the basic teaching that encompasses all of Christianity – “Love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12).

All that said, we return to the simple question posed by Jesus as he faces his skeptics in the Gospel – “Does this shock you?”  Perhaps our response to Christ should be – “Why should it?  You have the words of everlasting life.”
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