Discuss the significance of the marriage and divorce laws in Judaism. In your discussion please include both primary and secondary sources noting any differences between Orthodox and Reform Judaism.
Matrimony in Judaism is of great importance and significance. The Torah is filled with laws detailing marriage and the Mishnah has a whole section on family life, ‘Kiddushin’. Genesis 2:24 states “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh." In the Talmud: ‘A man without a woman is doomed to an existence without joy, without blessing, without experiencing life’s true goodness, without Torah, without protection and without peace.’ (Talmud, Yevamot 62b). Because of Marriage’s sanctity, as both a legal statement of marriage and a union before God, there is a great significance placed on marriage. Therefore, the act of a divorce in Judaism is a process that is, traditionally, not taken lightly and without good reason.
A Jewish marriage consists of two stages: the Kiddushin stage and the Nissuin. The Kiddushin stage acts as a betrothal between the bride and the groom. It is a legal process of acknowledging and establishing a bond of marriage. It is observed by the families of the betrothed (typically the father). A The practice of fathers giving away their daughters is found in the Bible: ‘Laban and Bethuel answered, “This is from the Lord; we can say nothing to you one way or the other. 51 Here is Rebekah; take her and go, and let her become the wife of your master’s son, as the Lord has directed.”’ A ring is given to the bride by the groom and he states, ‘You are betrothed to me by means of this ring in accordance with the law of Moses and Israel’, followed by two blessings and a shared cup of wine. (Genesis 24:50-51). In the second stage, the Nissuin, the marriage is consummated proper. A ‘Ketubah’ is read aloud to start the second stage. A Ketubah is a marriage contract that outlines the responsibilities of the wife and the husband and is signed by the bride, the groom, at least two witnesses and a rabbi.
Marriage, given its reliance on the Torah, varies amongst the various forms of contemporary Judaism. In Orthodox Judaism, men and women are separated for both the Kiddushin and the Nissuin. Orthodox Jews also feast for seven nights and seven days. Before the ceremony it is expected that the groom covers the wife’s face with a veil. After the celebrations, the groom signs the Ketubah and the marriage is effective immediately. In Reform Judaism, there is no separation of men and women. Both the bride and the groom exchange rings and the bride’s face is not covered before the ceremony. These differences in ceremony are significant in that they are reflective of the difference in belief between the two forms of Judaism. Both sexes are mixed in the Reform wedding because of a belief that the Torah was written over different periods by various authors. The Law is an adaptable thing that can fit to any situation. This includes a view of both men and women as equal individuals, which is why both the bride and the groom exchange rings. Therefore, a greater emphasis is placed on the underlying messages of the Torah rather than a fundamentalist view of the laws. Orthodox Judaism is fundamentalist in nature and therefore all of the ceremonies and processes of a marriage must be in accordance with the Talmud and Torah. (Adler et al, 1906)
Divorce, like marriage, is traditionally open to accusations of being androcentric and patriarchal. Especially when the Torah and Talmud is followed fundamentally (i.e. Orthodox Jews). Divorce in Judaism involves the husband providing his wife with a ‘Get’ document of divorce. This document can only be given by the husband. There are strict grounds that are required to be met for a divorce to pass a Bet Din (rabbinical court) in Judaism. These are detailed within the Kiddushin in the Mishnah. These grounds for divorce are typically breaches of the Ketubah contract. For example, the husband marrying his wife without knowing that she is not a virgin, committing adultery, denial of marital responsibilities (i.e. the wife is always away). Although the Get contract can only be signed and demanded by the husband, the husband can be made to initiate a divorce by a woman by a Bet Din. A wife’s grounds for divorce include domestic abuse, the husband commits adultery (this includes just spending time with other women), the failure to adhere to the Ketubah’s demands that the husband provide for the wife or their children, or if the husband cannot (for any reason) have children. This process is found since biblical times and is found in the book of Deuteronomy: ‘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 (get), puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house’ (Deut. 24:1) 
These grounds for divorce are held in almost all sects of Judaism, including Orthodoxy, Reform Judaism, and Conservative Judaism. So long as there are enough grounds, a marriage may be spiritually divorced. However, whether a civil divorce is sufficient for a marriage to be considered ended differs between forms.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In Orthodox Judaism, a civil divorce under local law is not sufficient as it was not performed under halakhic circumstances. The problem with this is that divorce can only be effectuated by the Get given by the husband. This has led to a flaw in the law whereby a woman whose husband has died or gone missing without providing her with a Get, that would allow her to remarry, cannot remarry and is essentially left without a family. She is seen as chained to the husband and is known as an ‘Agunah’ (chained woman). In reformed Judaism, a civil divorce is enough for a divorce both legally and spiritually. Conservative Judaism meets in the middle, the halakhic process is still observed but its freedom to annul marriages civilly has solved the problem of the Agunah. (Loewenstein, 1990) 
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