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Marriage as an institution has fallen upon hard tinidste. News articles and scholarly
studies alike call our attention to the high rate dfifa among marriages, the widespread

practice of cohabitation, and the growing number of persdro (for a variety of reasons)

choose to never marfy.These developments have led to the rise of an irddesigned to cater

! In 1997 the percentage of U.S. marriages which would edigance was 50%. The
percentage of remarriages which would end in divorce6@% The likelihood of a new
marriage ending in divorce in that same year was 43&e “U.S. Divorce Statistics” at

http://www.divorcemag.com/statistics/statsUS.shamtessed 9/1/05. While in 1965 some 11%

of U.S. couples cohabited by the end of the last decatlauh@er had climbed to over 50%.
Of these only 53 % will eventually marry. The numbecadiples who chose marriage declined
25% from 1975 to 1995. For these figures and supporting stuei¢lesdl.C.C.B. document
“Preparing Cohabiting Couples for Marriage; An InformatidRaeport on New Realities and

Pastoral Practices” (1999) available at http://www.uscglaty/marriage/cohabiting.shtml,

accessed 9/01/05. See also Sharon Jayson, “CohabitaReplacing Dating,” USA Today
available at http://www.usatoday.com/life/lifestyle/2005-07ebhabitation_x.htm, accessed

09/01/05. For an alternative view see Michael G. Lawdirriage and the Catholic Church:



to the needs of this new “generation ex” and the expamdioredia and products aimed at
playing on the uncertainties of a growing number of 20 andB8@things about the married
state’ The dispirited conclusion which some draw from theseldements is that marriage is
somehow defunct or reaching the end of its tenure in weskdlization.

Yet there are reasons to believe that rumors of ageis untimely demise are, in fact,
greatly exaggerated. The Judeo-Christian tradition habitidical and theological resources
which can serve to ground marriage both a conceptualizatid praxis of marriage even in the
face of such unprecedented challenges. Specificallyp#pier will contend that understanding
marriage as unitive, as procreative, and as a partnemhigecve to ground a compelling vision
and a vibrant spirituality of marriage in our present exgiit

The paper will proceed by considering each of these caneptrn. It will first

Disputed QuestiongCollegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 162-83. laavargues that
cohabitation is not new in western or Catholic pactind that it should be recognized as a part

of the “process” of marrying following upon a rite of lugtral.

2 For a cogent critique of the “divorce industry” and ifeef see Diane Medvedhe

Case Against DivorceNew York: D.I. Fine, 1989).

® This paper assumes that there is an intimate litkd®n vision and praxis so that in
order to develop practices to pursue and interiorize the goeanust first have a vision of that
good. This is a central assumption of accounts of vatueld as Plato. The paper also assumes
that any such account of the good in a Christian coatektany spirituality derived from it must

be immersed in the thought and categories of scripture.



examine marriage as a covenant of love which draws petegether in unity and communion.
It will then treat the life-giving character of mag&and the blessing of children. The final
section will consider marriage as a partnership andrtingal role of mutuality in the
relationship of husband and wife. In each case antefithioe made to locate the biblical basis
and some contemporary theological elucidation of taésenations as well as their implications

for the praxis of marriage.

Marriage as Unitive

The term “unitive” as a description of the ends tockhinarriage is ordered is a
relatively recent entry to rich vocabulary of the Glins tradition, appearing for the first time in
Paul VI's watershed encyclicelumane Vitaen 1968. This prompted some of those critical of
its reaffirmation of the prohibition of artificial ctnaception to complain about the novel status
of the document’s terminology in the traditibrHowever, it is fairly clear that this new
language is really just a shorthand for what the previ@astion called the “secondary ends” of

marriage-- refracted through the personalist lens ?Sfcmtury Catholic thought and the

* See, for example, Joseph Selling, “Magisterial Temcbih Marriage 1880-1986:
Historical Constancy or Radical Development?” iraAREremblay and Dennis J. Billy, eds.,
Historia: Memoria futuri Mélanges Louis Vereedloma: Accademia Alfonsiana, 1991), 351-

402.



teaching of Second Vatican CourttilClose examination of this concept reveals thdsd has
biblical foundation as well.

The foundation of a couple’s interpersonal union in bdlihought is the covenant that
binds them together. Their mutual promise of unconditiidelity made before God binds
them into a new entity—“one flesA."Their allegiance to their family of origin is nowperseded

by their unconditional promise to one another—a promisese surety is their very livésThis

® The 1917 Code of Canon Law mentioned “secondary ends’asucharriage as a
remedium concupiscentiaad the mutual assistance of man and woman. Intergstifggican
II's Pastoral ConstitutiorGaudium et spe@0. 50) consciously avoided this heirarchical
language: -- “hence, while not making the other purposegmtimony of less account, the true
practice of conjugal love, and the whole meaning of fanféyihich results from it, have this
aim: that the couple be ready with stout hearts tpeade with the love of the Creator and the
Savior, who through them will enlarge and enrich his camilfy day by day.” The citation is
from Walter Abbott, S.J. (ed.J,he Documents of Vatican(lPiscataway, NJ: New Century,

1966), p. 254.
® Cf. Genesis 2:24. The Hebrew wdrasarcan either be rendered “flesh” or “body.”

" In biblical literature a contract is a legal agreenmatlicated on a promise of property
should the contract be broken or voided. A covenaafpiedge of fidelity made before God in
which one promises one’s very life. See the clastsidies of Gene M. Tucker, “Covenant

Forms and Contract Formsyetus Testamentuld (1965): 487-503 and Paul F. Palmer, S.J.,



oath is then sealed in the couple’s bodily gift of s&lbne another in sexual union. In this act of
sexual union they truly are “one flesh” and they engagehodily enactment and recollection of
their covenant promise to one anotheFhus the unitive end of marriage is disclosed to us as the
meaning and expression of a couple’s covenant with eaeln. ot

It is for this reason that the Second Vatican Cdumgts Pastoral Constitution on the
ChurchGaudium et spedn recovering the biblical category of covenantigyposed it with the
personalist concept of self-donation:

The intimate partnership of married life and love hasilestablished by the Creator and

qgualified by His laws. It is rooted in the conjugal coveradnirevocable personal

consent. Hence, by that human act whereby spouses nltestow and accept each

other, a relationship arises which by divine will and ingfies of society too is a lasting

“Christian Marriage: Covenant or ContractPheological Studie83 (1972): 617-65, esp. 617-

19, 639-40.

8 On this reading of “one flesh” as bespeaking sexniarusee Maurice Gilbert, S.J.,
“Une seule chair’ (Gn, 24),Nouvelle Revue Théologl®0 (1978): 66-89. On sexual
intercourse as a covenant ratifying gesture in bibllealight see Gordon Paul Hugenberger,
Marriage as a Covenant: A Study of Biblical Law and Ethics Developedth@ierspective of
Malachi, Supplements tvetus Testamentyrf2 (Leident: Brill, 1994), 185-279; and John S.
Grabowski,Sex and Virtue: An Introduction to Sexual Eti{Mgshington, D.C.: The Catholic

University of America Press, 2003), 32-38.



one?

A couple swearing faith to one another in the covenéntarriage is engaged in an act of self-
donation, giving themselves and accepting the gift of therats a persofi. This act of
bestowal and acceptance forms the foundation for thples ongoing communion of love.
Subsequent acts of self-donation are a recollecti@mafparticipation in this original
unconditional pledge. This is most evident in the cdigbe bodily gift of self in sexual

intercourse, but it also true of all the acts of gesiey@nd affection which form the fabric of a

® Gaudium et speso. 48 as cited ithe Documents of Vatican B. 250. The 1983
Code of Canonl Law also reflects this development. T483 Code describes marriage as a
covenant between spouses which establishes a “partnershgwhole life” otius vitae
consortium can. 1055) in which they “mutually hand over and accept edmer” (sese mutuo
tradunt et accipiuntcan. 1057). Se@odex luris Canonic{Vatican City: Libreria Editrice
Vaticana, 1983). On this development see P. Branchereasatrement de mariage dans le
code de droit canonique,” Mouvelle revue théologigud7 (1985): 376-93; and Comac Burke,

“Marriage: A Personalist or Institutional UnderstanditygCommuniol9 (1992): 278-304.

19 This “self-donation” in marriage was highlighted in teéection of 28' century
personalist authors such as Dietrich von Hildebrand ambderfeDoms. Among the former’s
works, see especialMarriage: The Mystery of Faithful Loyeo trans. (London: Longmans,
Green and Co.,1942) aial Defense of PurityBaltimore: Helicon Press 1962). Among the
latter's works se@he Meaning of Marriagé&rans. George Sayer (London: Sheed and Ward

1939).



couple’s relationship woven over a lifetime together.

It is worth recalling, however, the interpersonal camion which the covenant of
marriage effects is not a purely human realityis liltimately a divine work. This is why the
Church has understood marriage as not merely a covieugalso a sacrament—an efficacious
sign of grace which serves as a living icon of the bdnove which unites Christ to the
Church In their day to day acts of kindness, service, muowa, service, and forgiveness a
couple manifest and share in the love demonstrated amdbe which itself is an outpouring and
revelation of the eternal communion of love withie tfrinity.

Love, however, is a paradoxical reality in that it oaty be received insofar as it is given
away. Gaudium et speteaches that human beings are fulfilled in the dgreént of their
capacity for self-gift: “man, who is the only creatare earth which God willed for itself, cannot
fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himséff To put this in philosophical terms,
persons discover themselves as selves—as an “I” pretisgiving themselves to a “Thou” in

the dialogue of friendship and lov&.Yet this interpersonal dialogue of love is only fully

' Like Saint Bonaventure, Pope John Paul Il held mgerto be a sacrament “from the
beginning” and not merely after the coming of Christe Bie weekly general audiences of
Septmber 29, 1982 and October 6, 198Phe Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine

Plan, trans.L’Osservatore Romandenglish Ed. (Boston: Pauline, 1997), 330-36.
12 Gaudium et spesi0. 24. The citation is froffihe Documents of Vatican 223.

13 See the analysis provided by Martin Bubemd Thoy trans. Walter Kaufman (New



expressed when it stands in relation to a third termaegmobe addressed by the couple as a
“we.” The unitive nature of a couple’s love has an intcic®nnection to fruitfulness insofar as
the couple’s communion is ordered to the community of ailft This community of I
Thou—We reflects the eternal communion of love withex@odhead where the Holy Spirit is
breathed forth as the fruit of the eternal dialoguled between the Father and Son. For this
reason both the family and the Trinity may be calledramunio personaruifa “communion of
persons”):®

This understanding of the unitive nature of marriage daesmportant implications
which can be touched upon briefly here. Recalling isdiation in the covenant of marriage
and its demand for unconditional and life-long commitnzamtfronts us with a fidelity foreign
to our own conception of interpersonal relationshipsval on this basis of this teaching that

Jesus condemned the practice of divorce and its lmaitie iTorah (cf. Dt. 24:1-4) as a

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970), 53-85.

14 See John Paul IEamiliaris Consortig no. 18; and.etter to FamiliegGratissimam
sang, no.7. This will be developed more fully in the negttion. It should be noted, however,
that the love of childless couples can also be fruidah in their own interpersonal communion
and in flowing out and enriching the broader community arab@dh. On this point see Michael
G. Lawler,Marriage and Sacrament: A Theology of Christian Marriggellegeville, MN: The

Liturgical Press, 1993), 102-104.

15 See Pope John 11, weekly general audience of Novemb@®18,in theTheology of

the Body 45-48; Apostolic LettefMulieris dignitatem no. 7, andsratissimam saneno. 8.



concession to the hard-heartedness induced by sin and predlthat it violated God’s original
creative intention for the covenant of marriage git. 10:2-11 and parf This insistence on
the indissolubility of marriage offers a critique otlachallenge to our current culture of divorce
which has devastated countless children and spouses wadééanw abandoned by individuals
searching for “personal fulfillment” outside the bondshefse commitments. The fulfillment
offered in marital union is found precisely in respondmg@d invitation to lifelong fidelity and

generosity rather than in a flight from these bofid$The sincere gift of self” is lived out in

16 Cf. Richard B. Hayeslhe Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary

Introduction to New Testament Ethi{&an Francisco: Harper Collins, 1996), 372.

7 It should be noted that divorce is a tragedy which can tevses other than mere
selfishness on the part of one or both spouses. krieftire wise to recall Pope John II's
insistence on the need for “careful discernment cdgagdistinguishing “between those who
have sincerely tried to save their first marriage aakelbeen unjustly abandoned, and those who
through their own grave fault have destroyed a canonigaligg marriage.” Se&amiliaris
consortig no. 84. The citation is froifhe Role of the Christian Family in the Modern Woprld

Vatican Polyglot Press Translation (Boston: DaughbéiSt. Paul,, 1981), 125-26.

18 Walter Kasper correctly argues that the bond of mgeritself once created by a
couple’s commitment becomes in a certain sense “uladel to them. This understanding of
the permanence of the bond of marriage frees couplesthe fickleness of moods or of the

moment and thus enables them to win a joint victory trex. Human freedom is fully



myriad struggles and joys of a couple’s daily fife.

Furthermore, grounding the unitive nature of marriage imtaeiage covenant serves as
a check to any kind of romantization of the language df-thkenation” or “communion” in
understanding the unitive nature of marriage. Some comtoeteave complained the
personalist turn of 20century Catholic theology and teaching falls prey tosush
romanticisn?® In fact, it unwittingly reinforces the privitizatiasf marriage and the reduction of
romance to a commodity aggressively marketed by contenypanaerican consumer cultufé.

Spouses are thereby expected to fulfill all of theitneats emotional and relational needs and

expressed and realized precisely in fidelity. Beeology of Christian Marriagerans. David

Smith (New York: Crossroad, 1991), 21-24, 49.

191t is worthy recallingHumanae vitas description (cf. no. 9) of the characteristics of
conjugal love: human—involving the senses and the sairigct of freedom which grows
through the joys and sorrows of daily life; total-a farhpersonal friendship in which spouses

share everything they have; and faithful and exclusive deth.

9 In regard to official Church teaching, particularly é&xsal matters, see Lisa Sowle
Cahill, Sex, Gender, and Christian Ethid¢éew Studies in Christian Ethics, 5 (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1996), 202-207.

L See the thoughtful analysis provided by David Matzko MiaSex and Love in the
Home: A Theology of the Househdlebndon: SCM Press, 2001). While | do not agree with all

of Matzko McCarthy’s conclusions on this point, the asiglys often brilliant.

10



failing to do so should not be surprised when they arassé¢ for a newer model who can
deliver greater novelty and excitement. It must bellesbahowever, that biblical conception of
marriage as a covenant was anything but privitized—it Wessya located in a larger social

matrix, whether that of Ancient Israel (in the Oldstament) or the broader Christian community
(in the New Testament). This location within God'semant people was the necessary support
and context for the couple’s covenantal commitmentcamimunion of love with each other.
Among followers of Jesus, marriage was never a prematéave in a hostile world but the
smallest and most basic form of Christian communttye-tlomestic Churci? Since spouses
cannot provide for all of each other’'s emotional andiozlal needs, it is vital that the couple
have other friendships to sustain them and the supptive dérger Christian community. This
reality of immersion into the Christian communityoise of the key elements missing from many
programs of marriage preparation and support.

Equally important for marriage preparation in lighttsfaovenantal and sacramental
nature is attention to the faith of the spouses. Whath unites spouses in the sacrament is
precisely the faith, hope, and love that also unite ttee@od in a life of discipleship. What
happens when an individual or a couple has little or nb#&itlt is worth recalling, of course,

that in classical sacramental theology faith ismextessary for sacraments to validly conferred

22 Cf. Lumen gentiugno. 11;Familiaris consortig no. 21.

23 For helpful overviews of the problem with differingnetusions see Lawler,
Marriage and the Catholic Churcd3-61; and Peter J. Elliottyhat God Has Joined: The

Sacramentality of MarriagéNew York: Alba House, 1990), 192-99.

11



(i.e., an unbeliever can baptize) but it is necessargh&m to be fruitfully received. The
standard western view is that the couple is both théstans and the recipients of the sacrament—
they confer the sacrament on one another in vieweirf Haptismal priesthoodd. Hence one
possible theological solution to this dilemma is hokt tihhe couple can be valid ministers of the
sacrament apart from conscious faith yet they cannibfufity receive the grace conferred by it
until the obstacle posed by this lack of faith is remdVeBastorally, this problem points to the
need for effective evangelization within the contextnarriage preparation so that a couple can
draw upon the grace of the sacrament from the beginifitigeio union.

Finally, to understand the interpersonal union and commuofionarriage as ordered to
children, family, and community also resists some efrtiost destructive assumptions of our
culture. Mutual love is not merely ordered to the intespeal happiness of the lovers but
toward the building up of society and community. Theéperable connection” between the

unitive and procreative meanings of sexuality invoke¢ibgnanae vitaés not the result of

24 In Ladislas Orsy’s formulation: “The role of theiest who witnesses the exchange of
vows is ambivalent in the Western church: his presenlegally required, but theologically he
is expendable.” See “Married Persons: God’'s Chosen &eapChristian Marriage Today
Klaus Demmer and Aldegonde Brenninkmeijer-Werhahn eds.i{M@en, D.C. The Catholic

University of America Press, 1997), 38-54. The citationamfp. 45.

5 Classical sacramental theology called this remof/alobstacle through repentance or

conversion the “revivification” of a sacrament.

12



ecclesial voluntarism as some of its critics suppé&dtlis based on very profound

anthropological and biblical insights into the naturéowé.

Marriage as Procreative

For most of its history the Jewish and Christian tesise on the link between marriage
and procreation was an uncontroversial one. Afletted link between sex and child-bearing
was obvious and in pre-industrial societies children \aei@ngible economic and political
blessing, adding to the economic power and overall seafrityeir families by their mere
presence. This led biblical authors to view children agssbig from God (cf. Gen. 24:60; Ps.
127:3-5; Ps. 128:3-4) and sterility as a curse (cf. 29:31; 30:1-2n1185-6). With concerns
about increasing global population and limited resourcesyihdhe growing expense of
raising and educating children in an industrial and now indional society such as our own it
is not wholly unsurprising that our own culture’s attitutt®sard children are much more
conflicted?” Compounding this new socio-economic context is thetfat increased scientific
knowledge and the application of technology has made it masier for many to break the
connection between sex and procreation (in a vanietyays) that our predecessors took for

granted.

26 Cf. Humanae vitaeno. 12.

27 On this last point see the thoughtful reflection®afid McCarthy, “Procreation, the

Development of Peoples, and the Final Destiny of Humar@ommunio26 (1999): 698-721.

13



The first creation story of Genesis (1:1-2:4a) desciilpesanity’s creation in “the image
of God.”® This image is comprised on the one hand of the exenfidominion over the rest of
creation (cf. Gen. 1:26, 28). However, this dominioroisthe same as the untrammeled license
of domination but rather must be understood as the exercisgal representation and
stewardshig? Human beings represent the power and authority of @@resho sustains rather
than dominates His creation. They are placed in“tuttivate and to care for it” it (cf. Gen.
2:15¢)%® On the other hand, humanity’s creation inithago deiinvolves a second, equally

fundamental, signification—that of relationaly.It is “male and female” together that comprise

28 All biblical citations are from the NAB.

29 For a complete study of this text see Francis Maftlale and Female He Created
Them: A Summary of the Teaching of Genesis Chapter @animunic20 (1993): 240-65; and
Walter Vogels, “The Human Person in the Image of Gawl I, 26),”Science et Espir46

(1994): 189-202.

%0 The phrase recalls the primary occupation of eangdnity—farming. See Pheme
Perkins, “Women in the Bible and Its Worldriterpretation42 (1988): 33-44. Yet it also
accords well with the notion of stewardship of creatmther than domination of it found in the
first creation account. See Manfred Weippert, “Tier unchséé in einer menschenarmen Welt.
Zum sog. Dominium terragn Genesis 1,” irebenbild Gottes—Herrscher tGber die Welt

Biblisch- Theologische Studien 33 (Neukirchen-Viuyn: Nechener Verlag, 1998), 35-55.

3L Cf. Claus WestermaGenesis 1-11: A Commentatyans. John J. Scullion, S.J.

14



the divine image (cf. Gen. 1:27c) and this fundamental oglasiin turn dependent upon the
relation between the Creator and humankind fully zedliin the worship of the Sabbath (cf. Gen
2:1-4a). Creation finds its completion in the worshiphaf One from whose hand it came. Men
and women, as the priest- stewards of this creationmgptrepresent God to their fellow
creatures but have the awesome privilege of declaringrétitude and praise of all of creation
to its Maker.

But these two dimensions of our creation in the imagéami—dominion and relation—are
not unrelated. The text of the first creation accalnatvs them together by noting that one way
in which men and women exercise the dominion with wthely are entrusted over the visible
world is to “be fertile and multiply; fill the eartmd subdue it” (Gen. 1:28b). It is precisely
(though not exclusively) in the joining of their sharediligytthat this exercise of priestly
dominion is realized. The term used here for the “bigssvhich accompanies procreation
(barak) is significant in the Hebrew of the Old Testamexnttalmost always signifies God’s
action of giving life to His creatioff.

This is one important reason why the scriptures cani@lasax and worship since both

are activities which ratify a covenatit.Awareness of this parallel can be found in the nuptial

(Minneapolis: Augsbrug, 1984), 142-61.

%2 This is one reason why biblical traditions view childasma tangible sign of God’s

blessing and sterility as a curse as noted above.

33 Cf. GrabowskiSex and Virtug37-38; and Hugenbergévlarriage as a Covenant

216-79.

15



imagery for the covenant between Yahweh and Israski©Old Testamerit. It is also the
backdrop for the “great mystery” found in the Christianle’s participation in the union
between Christ and the Church (cf. Eph. 5:21-33). Thus wielscriptures resist the deification
of sex or its projection onto the divine found in Anciblear Eastern and some Greco-Roman
religions, this does not stop them from seeing the seglatlonship of spouses as something
that involves God and his holiness.

As noted above, the marriage covenant involves thegifttaf oneself to one’s spouse
and this unconditional gift is sealed in the bodily urodsexual self-donation. Intercourse is
therefore a form of communication between the coufiles, to use John Paul II's phrase, “a
language of the body” in which the couple somatically laiots both unconditional fidelity and
unreserved self-gift® Part of this gift is precisely the gift of one’stfity. This is both because
fertility is an integral part of the person as maléemnale and because the sharing of this gift is
an expression and realization of the couple’s creatitime image of God. When a couple’s gift

of fertility results in the creation of a new hunide the couple become co-creators with God-it

3 This is particularly evident in the prophetic book$losea, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.
The negative import of this imagery is that in worshigaas Israel has adulterated her faith in
Yahweh. The positive implication is that the bodjlft of self in sexual union can be

understood as analogous to the offering of the whole pemganayer and liturgical worship.

% See his weekly general audiences of January 5, 1and®6, 1983 iThe Theology

of the Body354-65.

16



is a “renewal of the mystery of creatioft."To deliberately withhold this dimension of oneself is
to undercut the language of total self-gift and therefong tiee dignity of one’s spouse created
in the image of God’ It also is an affront to the Creator who is théhar of both love and
life.®

This understanding of the procreative nature of maradgehas some important
implications. First, it serves as a point of resise to current cultural attitudes which see
children primarily as a threat and an impoverishmerieédife of couple and the global
community rather than first and foremost as a blgssihlikewise challenges the dominant view

of much western society and medicine that humanifgrisl a disease to be suppressed through

3% See John Paul II's weekly general audience of Mag;H 980 iriThe Theology of the
Body, 80-83. However, it must be noted that couples whersditfy is impaired can still express
the fruitfulness of their love in a wide array of Viéxpressions—from adoption to a vast array of

expressions of care for others in and outside of tirestian community.

37 See Pope John Paul Bamiliaris consortig no. 32;Gratissimam saneno. 12. See
also his weekly general audiences of July 11, AugustdBAagust 22, 1984 ifhe Theology of

the Body 386-88, 395-99.

3 On this point see the incisive analysis of Karol WajtLove and Responsibility
trans. H.T. Willets (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girayst; San Francisco: Ignatius, 1993),

245-49.

17



medication or surgery. That is, it resolutely opposes what some have desteb the
“contraceptive mentality” or what John Paul Il lalseléhe culture of death?®

The recognition that marriage is ordered to the procreatiol care of children and that the
shared fertility of a couple is a gift challenges thapie to see their relationship in a broader and
more truthful perspective. This insight helps themtbatthey are not merely trying to live
“happily ever after” as an isolated couple. It sea®a reminder that sex is not just about
pleasure and interpersonal fulfilment but also abouatcete relations of blood, family, and
kinship whether in or outside of the Christian commuffit Rather it encourages them to build a
small Christian community in their household in the wagy relate to each other, their children,
and their society. This requires attention to théetiass of practices that make up and structure

their common life—whether in regard to prayer, mutuahcwnication, social relationships,

39 Rather schizophrenically the same society is oftdfimg/to pursue fertility (and
especially the cult of genetic likeness) through reprodeittehnologies which divorce it from

the bodily expression of a couple’s interpersonal umasex.

0" For some of the characteristics of a “culture otlieand its opposite see Pope John

Paul Il, Encyclical Letter=vangelium vitagnos. 7-21, 78-101.

*1 This is an important theme in Cahflex, Gender, and Christian Ethiggssim
Along with these meanings of marriage she also empdgmpirasure and intimacy as bodily

meanings of sex (cf. p. 111).

18



interaction or isolation in their parish and neighloarth, or patterns of work and consumptfén.
It also challenges couples to search for and implemeatices that habituate them to respect for
the gift of their sexuality and the integral placdaestility within it such as the use of Natural
Family Planning to space or achieve pregndfcy.

But if the procreative end of marriage reminds couptdbeir broader social
responsibilities, it also reminds the Church of itpossibility to care for couples and familis.
Families are the basic cell not only of society buhefChurch as a whof@. Therefore the

Church has a responsibility to integrate couples andiksniito the fabric of its life.

2. On this last point in particular see Matzko McCar®gx and Love in the Home

3 For an analysis of the use of NFP on the morablifdne couple, see Grabows8iex
and Virtue 142-54. For a reflection on the method’s impact orsgistuality of marriage see
idem, “Natural Family Planning and Marital Spirituality,” integrating Science through
Natural Family PlanningRichard J. Fehring and Theresa Notare, eds. ( MilwalWée

Marquette University Press, 2004), 29-45.

** It is noteworthy that Pope John Paul Il holds thataaried couple is already in a real

sense “a family’—prior to the arrival of children. Qfetter to Familiesno. 7.

%> For an excellent study of the meaning of “family” ie tiecent teaching of the Church
see Donald Miller, “A Critical Evaluation and Applicati to Various Situations in the United
States of the Official Roman Catholic Position am#ly Life from Vatican Il through

Christifideles laicj” Ph.D. diss, The Catholic University of America, 1995.
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Unfortunately, frequently this attempt is only made ind¢betext of sacramental preparation—in
the preparation of a couple for marriage or their childog the sacraments of initiation. Once
this catechesis is complete, the effort to support andloaeefamilies on the part of parishes or
dioceses often appears to cease. If families aret gbong and receiving life this cannot be the
case. Families must be challenged to both receive aadifg to the broader Christian and
human community. The Church’s sexual ethic has totoesically social in its aim. One key

part of this social orientation lies in inculcating mnality in couples and families.

Marriage as a Partnership

While the language of “partnership” does have distintic@dern overtones, its import
is not foreign to concepts found in the biblical traditiorhe preceding analysis has already
highlighted the fact that the first account of creatim@enesis underscores the creation of male
and female in the image of God (cf. 1:26-28)—an idea véigreint from other creation myths
of the ancient world which often located humanity atlhibgom of the cosmic ladder and

assumed women to be the property of iffeRor Genesis, men and women both represent God

¢ For example, one can contrast this text with Mesapiatn creation myths such as the
Enuma Elishin which humankind is created for the blood of a vanquigital to do the menial
tasks in the universe to which the gods do not want tocatté&/omen in these societies were
legally and socially subjugated to men. Cf. BenedicGJevin,Christian Anthropology and

Sexual EthicgLanham, MD: University Press of America, 2002), 3-6.
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to creation and have the capacity to relate directlyite. Both are acknowledged as the priest-
stewards of the created world, having a dignity that cadmestly from God rather than from
their social function or legal standifi.

The second creation story (Gen. 2:4b-3:24) also providesrtant insights into the
equal dignity of the sexes. Following canonically uporfitisé story of creation, the second
account sounds a jarring and discordant note to the caeefiér— “It isnot goodfor the man to
be alone” (Gen. 2:188f. The solution to this problem is the creation okaar-a term literally
rendered as “suitable helper” but perhaps more accuratadgred into English as “suitable
partner.*® This is because in current English usage “helper” basatations of secondary

status and subordination whereas “partner” does noticBllbésearch has shown that the term

" |t should be recalled that in th& éentury B.C. in ancient Israel when this text was

written women did not have the same legal rights #adis as men.

8 Emphasis added. While the text is canonically seconst, seholars think that it
predates the first creation story by some four cergdating from about the f@entury B.C.).
Thus the author of the first account who presumablyléidinal redaction of this material surely
noticed the conflict that this statement created vinéhrepeated affirmations in his own text that
everything God made was good ( cf. 1:4, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31),fbiitdecause he recognized the

importance of that which it introduced.

9 Versions of the former more literal translationyrie found in the NRSV and the

NIV. The latter comes from the NAB.
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ezercarries no such connotations in the original Hebréwfact, the term often is applied to
Yahweh as the “helper” of Isra&l. Equally striking is the wordplay in the man’s covenant
declaration to the woman in 2:23. He declares her tshiad (‘woman’) because she has been
taken out ofsh (‘man’), using for the first time the gender specifiane rather than the generic
'adam (‘mankind’). They are therefore described as beingerieom the same substance and
thus sharing a common natdfeFinally, it is crucial to notice the reversal ofdslite law and
practice hinted at in 2:24: “a man leaves his father arttien@nd cleaves to his wife” when in
the legislation of the OT it was she who left heemnfly to become part of the “house” of her
husband? The net effect of this language is to provide a stroadjerige to the assumption that
the subordination of women to men in the law of amcisrael reflected God’s original intention
for the covenant of marriaga.

In the New Testament, Jesus’ repudiation of the O&daneent legislation which allowed

0 See Lisa Sowle CahiBetween the Sexes: Foundations for a Christian Ethics of
Sexuality(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 54. Cf. Phyllis Trixel and the Rhetoric of

Sexuality Overtures to Biblical Theology 2 (Philadelphia: Fortriéssss, 1978), 90.

®1 Equally striking is the reversal of Israelite law andatice hinted at in 2:24: “a man

leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife.”
52 Cf. Cahill,Between the Sexes5.

%3 Especially when this text will explicitly go on tosteibe this subordination as the

result of human sin in 3:16. Cf. John Paul Il, Apast&ihortation,Mulieris dignitatem no. 10.
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men to divorce their wives (cf. Dt. 24:1-4) poses anothallenge to the socially presumed
control of women by men (cf. 1 Cor. 7:10-11; Mk. 10:1-12; MB2519:1-12; Lk. 16:18).
Commenting on these texts Walter Kasper has coyrebderved in regard to the position of a
woman:
She is no longer—as the Pharisees question presupposedretrdy of a man’s decision.
She has security in the decision of God and in his coverdl@sus’ words about the
indissolubility of marriage therefore form the badis mew understanding of marriage as
a partnership, in which neither partner is at the mefelge other, but both are at God’s
mercy in faith>*
When neither spouse has the sole power to end or agerttie marriage relationship it must be
regarded as a partnership in some sense.
Reinforcing this insistence on mutuality in marriagéhésfew Testament's

unambiguous repudiation of a double standard of sexual mdialitgen and women. This can

** Theology of Christian Marriage48. This is not to say that the biblical or subsequent
theological tradition regarding these sayings is uncaajdd as Kasper acknowledges (cf.
Theology of Christian Marriagepp.50-62). Unfortunately, some authors lay so much engphas
on the so-called exceptive clauses of 1 Corinthians anth&mathat it appears that “the
exception becomes the rule” and the basic thrust of 'Jesshetic words are lost. Examples
are provided by CahilBetween the Sexe&-77; and Mark J. Molldrem, “A Hermeneutic of
Pastoral Care and the Law/Gospel Paradigm Applied tDitlerce Texts of Scripture,”

Interpretation45 (1991): 43-54.
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be seen in Jesus’ prophetic deepening of the sixth commaartdrom a matter of exterior
behavior to one of the heart in the Sermon on tharii¢cf. Mt. 5:27-28§° It can also be seen
in the Pauline insistence on the equality of husbands ams\w regard to what the later
tradition would call the “debt of marriage.” In his $tilLetter to the Corinthians Paul insists that
husbands and wives have authority over one another’'sd@diel Cor. 7: 4) and should
therefore make decisions about sexual relations or absértegether—“by mutual consent” (1
Cor. 7: 5b). Given the assumptions of the Hellenistituce of the first century A.D. about male
sexual prerogatives, this teaching regarding marital reatyrs nothing short of revolutionary.
Yet in the face of this biblical trajectory of mutuglgtretching from the creation stories
of Genesis to the New Testament stand some signifidestacles. For not only does much of
the legislation of ancient Israel subordinate wonteemen, but so do key New Testament texts
often referred to as the household cofeEven though these texts enjoin husbands to love their
wives and care for their children, they nonethelessnbiguously insist on the subordination of

women to men in marriage. As such, they are oftad as part of a literary genre common

> This continues a trajectory already present withén®Id Testament to apply the
demands of covenant fidelity within marriage equally tomen and men. See Grabowskax

and Virtue 38-43. Note especially the very similar formulatiodab 31:1, 9-12.

%% Such texts include Eph. 5:21-6:9; Col. 3:18-4:1; 1 Pet. 2:17-F®n12:8-15; 6:1-10,

and Titus 2:10.
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among Hellenistic authors both Greco-Roman and Jélastd as part of a Christian
accommodation to the patriarchal Hellenistic familysture®

However, recent historical and biblical scholarshig #eological reflection suggests
that there is reason to read these texts differefihere is solid historical and exegetical
evidence to suggest that these NT texts are not an exaifnph existing literary form dopos®®
This in turn suggests that they may not merely refldéatlare of nerve on the part of an
originally egalitarian Christianity to the oppressivaistures of the male-dominated Hellensistic

family.® In fact, these texts are better read as an attentggnsform this family structure from

" See, for example, Platbaws3, 689E-690DRepublic4, 433A-D; Aristotle Politics
1, 1252a-1253b; 1260a-Njchomachean Ethicg 1160b-1161a; Plutarc@onjugal Preceptd 1,
16, 32; Seneca 2, 18, 1-2; Phildye Decalogud 65-167 Special Law®, 225-227; 3, 169-171;

Apology for the Jews, 3, 5; Josephuggainst Apior2, 199 206, 216.

%8 gSee, for example, the influential study of Elisal®thiissler-Fiorenzén Memory of
Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian OrigiNew York: Crossroad, 1983),

245, 268-69.

%9 See the cogent summary of Francis Martin, “Marriaggiaé New Testament Period,”
in Christian Marriage: A Historical StudyGlenn W. Olsen, ed. (New York: Crossroad, 2001),

50-100; see esp. 78-80.

%0 See Martin, “Marriage in the New Testament Peti@8, Cf. Ben Witherington,

Women in the Earliest ChurcheSociety for New Testament Studies 59 (Cambridge: Calgbri
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within by making the sacrificial servant-leadership ofi§tithe model for male “headship” in
the family®*

In this vein it is important to note the reading oft$esuch as Ephesians 5:21-33 offered
by Pope John Il. Considering both the literary and gratital context of “mutual submission
out of reverence for Christ” (5:21) as well as broadepn&al and theological considerations,
the pope taught that the directive of the text “is taibderstood and carried out in a new way: as
amutual subjection out of reverence for Chti& The pope was well aware of the novelty of
this teaching as compared to previous official formulatlmtsstated that mutual character of the

marital authority was part of thethos of the Redemptiowhich, flowing from the newness of

University, 1988), 43-47.

®L This is the conclusion of Witheringtowjomen in the Earliest Churchez20, 243, n.
157. Cf. Stephen Mileti¢One Flesh”: Eph. 5.22-24, 5.31: Marriage and the New Creation
Analecta Biblica 115 (Rome Biblical Institute Press, 1988), JHd. a summary of some of the
exegetical arguments undergirding this conclusion seeSoGnabowski, “Mutual Submission

and Trinitarian Self-Giving,Angelicum74 (1997): 489-512, esp. 491-94.

%2 Pope John Paul II, Apostolic Lettéplieris dignitatem no. 24. The citation is from
the version of the text ihe Theology of the Bod$78. Emphasis in original. The other
considerations on which John Paul Il bases this teachihglgicthe equal dignity and
personhood of women in the Genesis creation accaoutked by Ephesians (cf. 5:32) and the
insistence of the sacrificial love of husbands f@irtlvives which accords well with the style of

Jesus in the Gospels in relating to women as persons.

26



the gospel message, takes time to “gradually establishintsearts, consciences, behavior, and
customs.®® That is to say, he himself saw this as a developwfaie Catholic doctrine of
marriage and proposed it as sGth.

This remarkable development in the Church’s teaching mbkésr that marriage must
be understood as a partnership in the fullest sense.akttwomen in marriage are not only
equal in dignity and in fundamental human rights, thieyegual in their exercise of authority.
Yet this equality does not necessarily mean that mdmamen are identical. In this vein Pope
John Paul Il spoke of the irreducible originality ofmen and men--not just in their
embodiment but in the whole of their personal exig#8ndt is worth noting that contemporary
theologians such as Lisa Sowle Cabhill helpfully painthe distinction between sex specific
gualities and men’s and women'’s roles, enabling us to perde\v&ability of the former and the
flexibility of the latter®® This is crucial for the success of marriages whereewmohoose to (or

because of economic necessity are forced to) wosidmithe home because in these cases there

%3 |bid. Emphasis in original.

% For an extended argument for this interpretation arehaideration of its implications

see Grabowski, “Mutual Submission and Trinitarian Se¥tg,” passim

%> SeeMulieris Dignitatem 16. See also his weekly general audiences of Novetdber

1979; and November 21, 1979Tihe Theology of the Bod45-51.

® SeeBetween the Sexgs 96. However, Cahill does not fully develop the sigance

of this distinction in this text.
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must be a redistribution of traditional household roleghabwomen are not trapped in “the
murderous dual role” of assuming primary responsibilitytheir families while also pursuing a
career’’

This understanding of mutual authority/submission withimtleital partnership has a
host of theological and practical implications onlynsoof which can be considered here. To
hold that men and women exercise equal authority imdngiage relationship requires very
careful attention to the communication skills andqratt of decision-making on the part of
couples. In order for couples to live this kind of mutudliy must honestly share their views
and learn to make decisions together on a host of isangmg from finances, to scheduling
their time, to investing in their spiritual lives, tasiag their children. It may well be that
because of temperament or personal gifts one spousehmoage to cede an area of
responsibility such as managing the household scheduleaocés to his or her mate. However,
there are also matters of such importance that teryat be delegated in this way such as
raising children who need both a mother and a f&thé&onetheless, this understanding

challenges couples to learn to make decisions togethem array of issues affecting their

®7 Cf. Walter Kasper, “The Position of Women as abienm of Theological
Anthropology,” trans. John Saward,Tihe Church and Women: A Compendiltielmet Moll,

ed. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 51-64, esp. 61.

®8 This is also because motherhood and fatherhoodcbaraere “roles” of men and
women, but fundamental vocations of men and womenG@bowski, “Mutual Submission

and Trinitarian Self-Giving,” 509.
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common life. When disagreements arise, they regl@éeper communication and mutual
discernment on the part of the couple. Occasionalgnxcouples are deadlocked on an issue
confronting them, one spouse may have to defer to the. otfiaere is genuinely mutual love
and good communication between them, it can be prestiaed will not always be the same
spouse who gives Way.

Obviously, challenging couples to embrace and grow towardntitisal exercise of
authority is not an easy task—especially when individcatse from familial or cultural
backgrounds with very different assumptions. Effectieppration for marriage in this regard
must begin as early as possible in a person’s Ideally, this preparation should occur both in
and outside of a person’s family of origin. This regsjramong other things, instruction in
effective communication skills, an understanding ofgégchological differences between men
and women as these impact communication, habituatioespect for the dignity of others as
persons, an understanding of the importance of condiezilution and how to achieve it, the
cultivation of a life of prayer, and training in methodsliscernment. Preparation for the

partnership of marriage thus involves effective catecloddlse whole person and is a task of all

% In this | disagree with William E. May who arguesttimatimes of crisis in particular
families need a single decision-maker or principleutharity and that men are better suited for
this position. Se#larriage: The Rock on which the Family is B#an Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1995), 63-64. Such a position cannot be reconciledhgiteaching dflulieris

dignitatemor a trinitarian understanding of authority which willdoglined briefly below.
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of the members of the Christian commuritty.

Yet mutual submission does not erase the fundamentainedrdifferences between men
and women. Rather, it must presuppose them. The caseoople using some version of
Natural Family Planning can be instructive in this regandcc8ssful use of the method requires
the couple to communicate about the size of their faamtl about their sexual relationship. It
also rules out any univocal decisions in this regard—couplest make decisions together or the
method is impracticable. But these decisions presuppostth# differences between them as
men and women—physiological, psychological, and sexfi#the linitiative for considering sex
frequently comes from the male because of his psychoasexake-up, it is then submitted to his
wife and her fertility, state of mind, and their consenas to whether they are trying to achieve
or avoid the conception of a child at a given point efrthelationship. Use of NFP thus
demonstrates what the praxis of mutual submission look#litee day to day life of a couple.

The method also habituates a couple to this praxis wlieée of their relationshif:

0 This is especially important if one’s family of drigoroves to be an obstacle to

learning this kind of mutuality in the marriage relationship.

"L This may be one of the reasons why studies havelfsuch an enormous discrepancy
in the divorce rate between couples who use NFP arse twbo do not. See the studies cited by
Janet SmithHumanae vitae: A Generation Lat@f/ashington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1991), 127; and Jeff Bravidyital Duration and Natural Family Planning
(Cincinatti, OH: Couple to Couple League, 1995). Cf. AndreviaRbbnd Mercedes Arzu-

Wilson, “Correlates of Marital Satisfaction in adbip of NFP Women,” imntegrating Faith and
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The ground for this understanding of mutuality in marrigigethe ultimate ground for
marriage itself is the eternal communion of the TyiniThe revelation of the Trinity in the
economy of salvation provides us with the real meanirighatual submission.” Numerous NT
traditions indicate that the Father’s purpose in creatias to establish a people to glorify his
consubstantial Son (cf. Jn. 17:24; Eph. 1:9-10), a glotibinanost fully effected in the cross
and resurrection of Jesus (cf. Lk. 24:26; Jn. 13:31b-32, 17:53Ac3s 1 Pet. 1:21). The Son, in
turn, most particularly in the Johannine corpus seeks notmgylory but that of the Father who
sent him (cf. Jn. 8:50; 12:28). John also describes thieark of the Father and Son as one of
mutual glorification (Jn. 13:31b-23; 17:1, 22). Inthe NT tludytEpirit is sent to make present
the person and work of the Son and thus give him gldrylf 16:13-14; 2 Cor. 3:18). This
ceaseless work of mutual glorification by the Personth@frinity in the economy of salvation
demonstrates the full meaning and import of mutual submissimuples united in Christ are
called to grow together toward the unity of will which éxim the Godheadd intraand is
displayedad extrain the economy of salvation. The mutual love of¢baple, transformed by
grace, joins two free and distinct human subjectivitiés & unity of operation such that they no
longer make decisions on the basis of self-interestids the sake of each other. Marriage as a
partnership is thus part of the core of its unitive nature.

If the idea that the authority of marriage is tcelzercised as “mutual submission” is
indeed a development of doctrine, the ecclesiologicplications of this teaching have yet to be
considered. Accepting recent magisterial teaching comgethe non-ordination of women as

definitive merely tells us what mutual submission in@mirch isnot It does not tell us

Science139-65.
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positively how this new perception of the equal dignitywofmen and men is to be positively
expressed in the Church’s life and ministry. An adeqasdteulation of the ecclesial gifts and

ministries in of women relation to those of men remado be undertaken.

Conclusion

Marriage is indeed facing new and unprecedented challémges society as is
witnessed by increased rates of cohabitation, divorckaamidance of the marital commitment
altogether on the part of many. Yet the biblical underpgsbpf this covenant and sacrament
and the Church’s theological tradition have the res@uimean effective theological and pastoral
response to this situation. Part of the problem isrtfzarriage has been coopted by a larger
consumer culture which emphasizes personal pleaswga(snd otherwise) and individual
autonomy and fulfillment, as the only hallmarks of tielaal success. Personal relationships are
thus marked by their disposable nature and frequently by trgggtrfor control within them.

The Church’s biblical and theological tradition offarbracing and full-blooded
alternative. For here marriage is understood as enami—an unconditional promise of fidelity
in which one promises and gives one’s very self tolsrdiefore God. Yet this is commitment
is not merely based on human volition but on God’sigtecreconciliation of the world to
himself in Jesus Christ and it is therefore a sigmd participation in the union between Christ
and the Church. The oath of marriage is expresseskumsunion in which a couple enacts and
subsequently recalls their covenant promise. An intggualof the bodily gift of self on the part

of the couple is the gift of their shared fertility that marriage is ordered to fruitfulness in
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children, in the Church, and in the broader societyit®aelf-donation, however, involves the
whole person and the whole of a couple’s history. Heheeed decision-making and mutual
deference become vehicles of the couple’s continuing grand union in love.

This understanding of marriage as a unitive and procrgaditaership provides a vision
which can effectively critique and challenge shallowtemporary views of marriage,
commitment, sex, and children. Still more it can ptnan array of concrete practices which
can enable members of the Christian community to legimteriorize this alternative which is
at one more bracing and beautiful. Marriage is nahstitution waiting to expire or in need of
some deadening accommodation to current cultural norms actitpsa the sacrament remains

an efficacious sign of God’s gracious covenant with Ug fealized in Jesus Christ.
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