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Introduction: The Situation

In the recent social debate over gay marriage, thasea lot of talk about marriage.
On one side were those who seemed to agree that neaigiadoving, committed
relationship, thus to deny gay people the right to marrsethbey love and desire to be
committed to would be unacceptable, akin to standing iw#yeof the many couples
throughout history kept apart by social convention or &thihotions of who was right for
whom. On the other side, were those who stated wleaied an obvious truth—
marriage is between a man and a woman. Sometingewalisi followed by claims that
marriage had always been this way, or that God hadetenarriage to be this way or
that marriage by nature is heterosexual. While those topgaly marriage often spoke of
marriage as evolving over time and in response to culivnadls, those opposed spoke
with more certainty about the enduring value of marriagts traditional form.

Many could not help feeling cynical about all this talkatithe value of marriage.
With a high divorce rate leveling off at 45-50%, high repobrages of infidelity and
abuse, along with plenty of weak marriages, reverécehe institution of marriage,
both on the part of those who did not want it to changeon the part of those who did,
was hard for many to swallow.

| am not going to enter into the gay marriage delmatkis paper. Instead, | want to



raise an overlooked problem. Amid all the discussicrualarriage, there was little
substantive talk about what it means for people to nwrwyhat exactly iis that is
“between a man and a woman.” With all the public debaez who should marry

whom, there was very little discussion of marria@eit talking about marriage has never
been more necessary. There is real need for publicwtse about this most battered of
institutions, still sought after by most, yet increa$jirftagile and even broken.

Churches have traditionally used language of covenargaamdment to talk about
marriage. Both terms, are, | would argue, mostly degbabntent both for those inside
the church and those outside it. Certainly, few are taoégtly define the terms, but even
more significantly, the terms fail to inspire imagiion, let alone commitment. The
challenge for Christian theologians and pastors is kertifeese languages live, that is, to
talk with theological depth and attention to the rex@d of men and women who marry.
Contemporary theologians, particularly those who aagied, provide rich new
resources for constructing a viable theology of marnieggeg the concepts of sacrament
and covenant. This paper will attempt to bring forwaedrtiost valuable of these ideas,
with the hope of contributing to a richer public dialogue.

It is important not to be naive about the difficultiasing those who would speak
in public about Catholic views on marriage. A centralyem is how to speak from the
tradition to a diverse, public audience. The Catholty laeed a deeply theological
vision of marriage they can connect to their own liwmsnething they can believe in and
work toward, something in-between difficult papal docuteemd the simple pamphlets
often promoted at the pastoral level. Married couples are not Catholic need to see

something substantive in the Church’s vision and witnégsaoriage in order to take it



seriously. They may not be called to live this way,thay can have more understanding
and respect for those who do. They might find overldb their own convictions, or be
inspired by the prophetic witness of their neighborse fHsk, as | see it, is not to
translate the theology into universal terms but teate it in powerful ways so that
Christians will be energized in their faith and otheilse moved to pay attention.

However, speaking so that people might hear will bigcditf, for when the
Church speaks about marriage today, it speaks to thoséweho a fragmented world
and are sustained by romantic visions of marriage. &ynented, | mean that lives are
no longer whole but rather are split into many différgegments. For instance, Catholic
life used to be centered around the parish. Howewveiliés today are involved in
multiple communities connected to one or two jobs,ightrhood (or more when
parents are split apart), multiple children’s schoalparish, interest groups formed
around sports or other activities, friendships, and extenaeitl faetworks that
increasingly span the nation or even the world. Fdhdias, like most Americans, this
leads to a sense of fragmentation or, in popular langoddeing spread too thin or
pulled in too many different directions. In the midstha$ ttragmentation, marriage is
often portrayed as the relationship that solves all prob] diminishing the necessity and
importance of the rest of fragmented world. Romas®ipposed to sustain and fill us,
no matter what the world throws at us. This is a seédustory, and a powerful one, but
it does not tell the whole truth about marriage.

The Catholic tradition offers a way of seeing marritige speaks to its reality
and potential. Within the Catholic narrative, familéee viewed not isolated havens, but

as small, sacramental or grace-filled communitiesieoted to and engaged in a larger



world. God is present in ordinary family life, the titaah says, inasmuch as love and
pain, strength, and weakness are. Moreover, marriageosenantal relationship, one
sustained by public promises and capable of communicatingdm@aunity the value of
long-lasting love and fidelity. The Christian narratbféers an alternative vision more
attuned to the human experience of strength and brokerar@s more able to help
families move beyond fragmentation.

This is not a narrative to be dismissed as overlglid®ne of the most under-
emphasized strengths of a Catholic sacramental tineolbmarriage is itability to
make sense of imperfection and.sWhile it is true that grace can be found in the depths
of marital love, grace is also to be found in the omgirzand painful aspects of marriage.
Human beings are, as Flannery O’Connor famously said rélugth beasts slouching
toward Bethlehem!yet God remains present in our lives. We need to spethiat
reality, and of the vocation to be faithful to the niege covenant that makes it possible.
This narrative is far richer that those of our cultarm it has the potential to attract and

transform Catholics and non-Catholics alike, if itvisll-told.

Sacrament and Covenant in the Catholic Tradition

Despite the Christian tradition’s historical ambivakenegarding marriage, one
finds in it a stubborn insistence that even if celibiacy higher path, marriage is
nonetheless a worthy way to live. This ambivalence iln@iattheology continues even

in the Baltimore Catechism, where marriage is defirgedree sacrament by which a

1 Flannery O’Connor, The Habit of Beingd. and with an introduction by Sally
Fitzgerald (New York: Noonday Press, 1979), 90. The originage in from W.B.
Yeats’ poem, “The Second Coming.”




baptized man and a baptized woman bind themselves fan kfdawful marriage and
receive the grace to discharge their dutfeStie sacrament is to be found in extra grace
given to those who marry in the church. In somé@u, the text is accompanied by a
picture of Jesus chatting with the couple of the weddiri@aaa story (John 2:1-11), a
concrete (apocryphal) example of the sort of help @athcouples can expect to receive.
Discussion of their future life is limited to referesde ongoing “mutual help” in
maintaining their lifelong commitment and to parentalesiti A full understanding of

the marriage relationship itself as sacramental remeidsveloped.

The more recent Catholic tradition carries forwamlttladitional emphases on
children and fidelity, moves beyond suspicion of sexual pasand explores the
meaning of sacramental marriage. It sees the gracenpregeonly in the juridical bond
of marriage, but in the lives of married people. It aSk#hat is it about real life of
marriage that is revelatory of God? What is holy aleetifelong covenant of two
people?” Its answer is in three parts: (1) Maritakloeveals God, (2) Marital love is not
insular but outward reaching, (3) Marital love is impetfget holy. In each part, both
the sacramental and covenantal aspects of marriagaiahed forward. This view of
marriage is a viable response to fragmentation thaktsriae contemporary situation.
Love reveals God

Pope John Paul Il had much to teach about marriage, thagsehis most
significant contribution is his elevation of marrieeklifFor him, the sacrament of

marriage is “the specific source and original mearsaattification for Christian married

2 The New Saint Josepth Baltimore Catechisfficial revised edition (New York:
Catholic Book Publishing Co., 1964), 167.
3 -

Ibid.




couples and families.” It “is in itself a liturgicatt@on, glorifying God.” [It] gives
couples “the grace and obligation of transforming their elhgés into a ‘spiritual
sacrifice.” Self-giving love is for the Pope the point of humaistence and the heart
of marriage. He believes that in drawing close to aweter and giving more of
themselves, wife and husband become better human beth@eter Christians.
Though few people recognize the language of growing in hojinesst of those who
believe know that they experience God’s love in thest intimate relationships. They
can see that over time, they get better at sacrfithheir own wants for those who are
close to them. Their marriages are sacramenttjusbbecause they are faithful,
fruitful, and lifelong, but because they are loving relaships through which God can be
deeply known.

John Paul Il carries the tradition further not onlysleging sacramental grace in
marriage itself but by extending sacrament to includelya His decision to speak of
family as a communion is profound, for it captures saergal presence using a word
that evokes Eucharistic presence for Catholics, andremity or even communing for
everyone else. The bodily presence of family kfeaised up. The Pope implies a
similarity between the intimate encounter of Euchausl the intermingling of lives that
occurs in a family. Family values of acceptance, entar, dialogue, availability, and
solidarity are implicitly affirmed. The Pope puts fothe idea that because the dignity of
each person is recognized in a profound way in the famiy/;the most effective means

for humanizing and personalizing societyT'hus, we come to understand the value of

* John Paul llFamiliaris Consortio (Washington, D.C.: United States Catholic
Conference, 1981), #56.
® Ibid., # 43.



persons here and bring this understanding forward intotgodks well, those outside a
family are brought to a deeper understanding of human digtién they see and
experience the love that holds a family togethers & love that proclaims, “This is what
God is like; God loves us like this.” This understandingaafament pertains not simply
to juridical bonds or marriage liturgies, but primarilynieman relationships.

Even though the language of sacrament is most promiméme iPope’s
theological treatment of marriage, covenant providedaundation for the growth in
love that so concerns him. The Pope implies that witagpermanent covenant, it is
difficult to achieve the internal or external goodsaxdramental love or familial
communion. He writes that married couples “are a permaeeninder to the church of
what happened on the cross; they are for one anatbehair children witnesses to the
salvation in which the sacrament makes them shatelote the emphasis on the love
expressed on the cross: the love of sacrifice and fharipve of the One who would not
stop loving no matter what it cost him. It is a ramifg that does not experience some
of the cross in their marriage, and yet, the Popenslaihey are called to covenant
loyalty, for their “deeply personal unity. . . demandsissolubility and faithfulness in
definitive mutual giving.”

Readers of John Paul II's theology often remain skaptithis ideals because,
though laudible, they can seem unrealistic. Lay thggalts writing on marriage have
tried to bring marital theology down to earth by refiegton their own experiences as

married people.

® Ibid., #13.
" bid.



Bernard Cooke’s well-known understanding of marriage seeament of
friendship is a prime example. Cooke worries that thercsacramental theology led
Catholics to think that when people get married, theyaedble make special
withdrawals from the bank of graeThis notion was not very convincing, as most are
aware of Christian marriages that seem lacking in gratgtead, Cooke claims, married
couples should understand that they are grace to eachtottigeir children, to everyone
around then. This sounds radical but really is not. Love is tlesnprofound human
experience. We experience love in friendship, andiaggis the ultimate friendship,
wherein God communicates God'’s self to us through thedbug¢hers. This is the
sacrament, the grace of God’s love poured out on us thtbogk who love us. Though
Cooke is not significantly less idealistic than the Rdyyenaming marriage as friendship,
he allows people to connect with a concept (sacratignithat many still link to a bond
or ceremony rather than to the relationships thatras central to their daily lives.

Lay theologians also work to make the languages of satitaamd covenant more
responsive to contemporary views of marriage that areaddy mutuality. In
Familiaris Consortio John Paul Il, devotes most of his attention to talkingiabwarried
couples as partners called to create a communion ofdewes life, work for the
transformation of society, and become the churcheir home, and very little time
trying to distinguish between the different roles ohnaed women. Still, he does

distinguish between the vocations of motherhood afefaood in a way that privileges

8 Bernard Cooke, “Christian Marriage: Basic SacramentKieran Scott and Michael
Warren, eds., Perspectives on Marriage: A Reaieed. (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2001), 48.

? |bid., 58.




male work outside the home and female work insid itater writing on women
clarifies this distinction by affirming women'’s public re)ébut does so by affirming their
“feminine genius” (without defining men’s particular gifts).On the other hand, lay
theologians speak from experience not primarily of cemeintarity but of partnership.
For them, reliance on socially determined parts givestoaiyie openness to the gifts,
desires, and callings of each person. The commitmeheafouple is to the growth of
each individually and to the good of the family as a wharhis is the same love and
sacrifice that John Paul Il writes about, temperedbyirtsistence that marriage must be
fully mutual as well as fully giving®

Still, lay theologians also point out that intimatarital union of any sort is
difficult to attain. Deepening communion is hard work andhe rush of contemporary

family life, easy to avoid. Many couples today, everséheho rarely travel or work late,

10 Familiaris Consortio #22-25.

1 John Paul Il Letter to Women (Washington, D.C.: United States Catholic Conference,
1995) #10.

12 This pattern can be seen in Cardinal Ratzinger’stékéb the Bishops of the Catholic
Church on the Collaboration between Men and WoméherChurch and in the World,”
(available at
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/docunsentson_cfaith_doc_20040
731_collaboration_en.htinlwhich emphasizes complementarity and response$yo it
lay women, which focus on mutuality. See, Sidney @Qalta “Ratzinger, Feminist?: Not
Quite,” Commonweal 10 September 2004: 9-10 and Susan Ross, “Can God Be a Bride?:
Some Problems with an Ancient Metaphdkiferica 1 November 2004: 12-14.

13 Including justice as a fundamental component of sacreherarriage need not
undercut love. As philosopher Pauline Kleingold points otihdih spouses care about
achieving a just marriage, claims of justice can evendb@med (“I'm glad you
mentioned it") instead of having to be interpreted a®ffening of hostilities and the end
of affection.” See, “Just Love? Marriage and the Qaesif Justice,” in Mutuality
Matters: Family, Faith, and Just Lg\&4. Some sociological studies have found that
mutuality between spouses and shared parenting are bdrefistdah spouses and
children. See, Diane Ehrensaft, Parenting Togethen: dnd Women Sharing the Care
of Their Children (Chicago: University of lllinois Pred990) and Arlie Hochschild, The
Second ShiffNew York: Avon, 1989).
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know that sometimes in the rush of jobs, activitiesndr, and housework, in the dance
of dividing and conquering, they can fall into bed exhaustad their efforts without
having had a meaningful conversation, let alone having spedathtogether. There is a
revealing scene in the movie “The Story of Us,” aboudw@pte whose marriage is failing.
The wife says that they can go days without reallyngeeach other, and the director
shows a rapid fire succession of scenes in which botlssgare attending to the needs
of house, children, and dog without ever glancing into eaar’stayes.

There is so much to occupy a family’s days, intimaayften not sought out or
protected. It is far easier to walk through the crazy gfdife filled with young children
career building and fail to look into each other’s eyktsnay be harder still when
growing children seek independence and aging parents require idargever, as
Florence Bourg writes, a vision of marriage as a saesméahcovenant can help married
couples see each other in a new light, not apart fooinn the midst of, the craziness of
modern family life. According to Bourg, “[a] family wheChristian sacramental vision
is operative may experience the same ‘falling shoidedls’ as any other family. But
they dare to believe, if nothing else, that God remaitts them.™* Despite very real
difficulties, this vision of a grace found in loving, mutuaion endures in many families,
and allows them to live their marriage vows more fully
Sacramental love is not insular but outward reaching

The Catholic tradition and American culture speak medarmony about the
goodness of marital love. If the culture speaks frequertlyve’s beginning and only

rarely of its life and depth, the contemporary traditises to remedy this by speaking of
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the life of married couples. The tradition parts compaitly the culture even more
significantly, in its insistence that a couple’s relaship is fundamentally open—to
children, extended family, neighborhood, community, naima, world. More than
thirty years ago, Karl Rahner wrote, “Marriage is notdbein which two individuals
come together to form a ‘we,’” a relationship in whichytset themselves apart from the
‘all’ and close themselves against this. Rather itesattt in which a ‘we’ is constituted
which opens itself lovingly precisely to the ALE>”

More recently, John Paul Il, who gave serious attartbarelationships between
spouses, also spoke movingly of the open nature of thé/farhe spousal communion
of which he speaks is total, but not at all insular. d@&it are the first and most tangible
sign of the self-giving of couple--“a living and insepaeagynthesis of their being a
father and a mothe®The Pope’s celebration of children as a sign of spaisialg is
echoed by the early church father, St. John Chrysostdim writes that with their
children, husband and wife constitute a three-in-one flegl,'” He compares this
bodily union to the union of Christ and the chutthn both instances, together they are
one family. This image of husbands and wives poured ottilsiren stands in contrast
to the cultural focus on the couple. It is not thatrtiagital relationship is downplayed in
Catholic teaching. Rather, in a sacramental undernsiguod the marriage, the claim is

that marriage points beyond itself, or better, inclugiese than itself within itself.

4 Florence Caffrey Bourg, Where Two or Three Are GattieChristian Families as
Domestic Churche@Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 118.

15 Karl Rahner, S.J., Theological Investigatiovsl. 10 (New York: Herder and Herder,
1973), 207.

1% John Paul Il, #14.

7 John Chrysostom, “Homily on Ephesians,” in Marriagéhie Early Churched. and
trans. David G. Hunter (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 83.
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Just as in the Sunday Eucharist, after receiving communépedople must be
sent forth to serve, the communion of married loweiscomplete unless it inspires, in
the Pope’s language, service of life. John Paul ltgdsmcouples with a mission to
accept new life as a gift, educate children in Christmoes, live simply, and welcome
those who need their love. The family's commitmerig@ “fundamental school of
social living,”*® flows out of their love for each other. All of thisnstitutes service of
life. Itis all also part of the sacramental natofenarriage: God’s grace is present
through a woman and man'’s love for each other and inlthasrfor children, and in their
efforts to make their home a place where people sivivcome better, not just better
off. %

Although these high expectations for the family wilt be easily assimilated,
often, poor families provide models to which others cak foo guidance. Americans
who spend time in poor countries are almost always strutiebyays in which families
who have so little manifest this service of life. SEWVorld families have much to learn
from these experiences. When members of poor fangiMesup their beds to
accommodate guests, take less food so that guests wiltheivéll, or invite guests into

the warmth of their families without holding anything baitley are serving life in a

'8 |bid.

19 John Paul Il, #37.

20 This vision of the family as a community that can $farm society is central to
American Catholic thinking on family and society. Fastance, in the 1930s the U.S.
Bishops used their Family Life Bureau to direct social gbabecause they believed that
family was the key to Catholic Action in the world,the 1940s and ‘50s, the Integrity
movement promoted family personalism, because thewbdligat “family renewal lay
at the heart of social reconstruction” (Jeffrey Busserican Catholics and the Family
Crisis 1930-1962 (New York: Garland, 1988), 133, 170.
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particularly familial, sacramental way. If Americ&atholics are unable to imagine how
the Pope’s vision can be actualized, attentivenessrtii¢a like these may helpful.

In addition to forming a communion of love, welcoming dreln, and serving life
in other ways, John Paul Il calls families to workremsform the world around them.
This means committing to the work of charity and justi€er him, “far from being
closed in on itself, the family is by nature and vamatpen to other families and to
society,” thus “it cannot stop short at procreation edcation.?* Anticipating the
criticism that such work is not what marriage is abdohn Paul 1l insists that “[b]y
taking up the human reality of the love between husbaddwfe in all its implications,
the sacrament gives to Christian couples and parem&er @nd a commitment to live
their vocation as lay people and therefore to seekitiygglom of God by engaging in
temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the @i@od.”* The sacramental
nature of their relationship gives couples the strenghbetopen to the needs of others
and to participate in their own way in the transfororabf the world; indeed, it obliges
them to be and do so. Their marital covenant issmoply about fidelity to each other; it
is also about keeping faith with the needy in their midst

This seems like a great deal to ask of contemporaryitswiho are already busy
and stretched. Yet, those families who do engagewcseor advocate for justice often
find their contact with the poor to be life-giving. Througkir service, they are brought

together and pushed them to think beyond ourselves. Theyadfien that they receive

21 pid.., #42, 44.
22 |pid., #47.
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more from those they serve than they give. As Daw€dtthy writes, “In doing for the
poor, we must receive the poor as grace. In receivim,tive will be changed®

The genius of Catholic teaching on the family is itsisaf to limit families by
telling them to simply focus on themselves. Christamifies, from this perspective, are
to grow in self-giving love within and outside the bond&iaship. This constitutes a
distinctive way of being family in which communion andidarity are connected. As
John Paul Il puts it izcclesiain America, “The awareness of communion with Christ
and with our brothers and sisters . . . leads to thecgeo¥iour neighbors in all their
needs, material and spiritual, since the face of Cinimes forth in every human
being.”* Such a way of life is not only for Catholics seekinfyller realization of
sacramental marriage. It has the power to diminisiseénse of fragmentation that
plagues modern families, for in this vision, familiahmmunion calls forth connection to
others.

The social dimension of the sacramental vision ofiage is something married
persons are supposed to embrace and actively live owtogaon Families then have
the potential to become a transforming social forces @ail is a manifestation of the
modern Catholic understanding of lay vocation in theldvoMarried love is
discipleship, ariactive choice of mutual giving and receiving’” It is defined by what it

does. As Kelly says, “Sacramental love never simsfdys at home. . . . an intrinsically

23 David Matzko McCarthy, Sex and Love in the Home: A Thgglof the Househo)d
New ed. (London: SCM Press, 2004), 135.

24 John Paul llEcclesia in America (Washington, D.C: United States Catholic
Conference, 1999), #52.

2> Thomas M. Kelly, “Sacramentality and Social MissiérNew Way to Imagine
Marriage,” in Todd A. Salzman, Thomas M. Kelly, and JGh@’'Keefe, eds., Marriage
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sacramental marriage will model and extend self-giti asy of being, both inside and
outside the family.?®

In cities throughout the country, many families sttivdive out this oft-
neglected social aspect of Christian family thougltm& give up the comfort and
isolation of the suburbs for the joys and challendgesrer city neighborhoods. Others
support homeless shelters in town, by cooking meals, orggraiothes, or tutoring
students. Some support local political causes by attenalires or protests together.
Others give up lucrative jobs so that they can do sg@ahificant work and have more
time for family and community. Many try to live morenply than other families who
make similar amounts of money, so that they have mhaogése away. It is hard not to be
challenged and inspired by the witness of people from wimamiage, rather than being
a retreat from the world, is a vital source of commuriod solidarity.

However, it is important to acknowledge that telling sheries of their lives may
be overdone. Sometimes Christian theologians askta. How do they respond to
readers who would query, “Why do you always hold up the implesgleals, the perfect
families? Can families really do all of this?” @it the answer is that no family can do
it all, but all should keep trying. This seems an inadeq@stgonse. Even as it is
important to hold onto to the Christian tradition’s itsise that married love must spill
over beyond the boundaries of the family, it is alseial to acknowledge the real

limitations that families live with everyday. Thdsaitations do not disrupt the

in the Catholic Tradition: Scriptur@radition, and Experienddew York: Crossroad,
2004), 149
26 |pid., 152.
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sacramental, open family model, as limits might distbetcultural romantic model. The
beauty of the Christian tradition is that it holds graad human finitude together.
Sacramental love is imperfect love

John Paul Il certainly has an ideal vision of marrialyefFamiliaris Consortio, he
claims that grace is present in the two spouses, infimaily, in the giving of their lives
to each other, in their sacrifices and joys, in thheildren who reflect their love. He
briefly treats those families outside of the idelah dealthy, two-parent family in a
section called “Pastoral Care of the Family in DifftacCases,” which tries to deal firmly
but compassionately with mixed marriages, cohabitateparation, divorce, remarriage,
etc?’ One might argue that he says too little about the patdot these families to
experience grace in the midst of imperfection. Howether pope does name many
people who find themselves in circumstances that maksyfafa exceptionally hard:
migrant workers, those in the armed forces, refugeeseless persons, single parent
families, those suffering from addiction, those expe@imgdiscrimination, the elderly,
and those isolated from religious communities. Whileffers strategies for how
churches should try to help these families, he alss samething interesting about the
advantages these disadvantaged families have, “Thesga@mastances in which . . . it
is easier to help people understand and live the loftycespéthe spirituality of
marriage and the family, aspects which take their iapn from the value of Christ’s
cross and resurrection, the source of sanctificatmwhprofound happiness in daily life,
in the light of the great eschatological realitiésternal life.?® There may be more

openness to experiencing grace in families in which dgascioss make faith and

27 John Paul IIFamiliaris Consortio, #77-85.
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interdependence necessatyEven in the depths of human weakness and in theoface
imperfect attempts to love, God remains present and &étive.

This is true not just for families that are structuraligken, or facing serious
problems, but for those that are broken in more ordimays, that is, for all families.
Often, it isin a family’s imperfection that grace is revealed.thair brokenness, their
need for God and each other is made clear. Lay themisgiriting on marriage have
brought this reality forward.

For instance, Joanne Heaney-Hunter writes that fasrdlre called to become
Christ for one another. Like Eucharist, she says, #neylessed and broken. She
emphasizes the dying and rising that takes places a3 stages of marriage: when
young adults enter marriage and must give up some offteedom, when parents suffer
as children continually seek independence and experibeagein of growing up, when
parents welcome back children who have made seriouskesstahen spouses care for
their own frail elderly parent¥. Families become known to each other in breaking of

bread over a lifetime. As they are broken throughesinif, they open themselves to

*8 Ibid., #77.

29 The U.S. Bishops make a similar point about families have experienced divorce.
They call all families holy, for, “wherever a familyists and love still moves through its
members, grace is present. Nothing—not even divorce dr-deain place limits upon
God's gracious love.” It is possible that divorce, providdditional opportunities to
become open to the loving compassion of another._SksvAbtie Way of Love
(Washington, D. C.: United States Catholic Conference, 1994),

% Florence Caffrey Bourg points out that in contempo@atholic theology, this
traditional concept might be more precisely expressedd‘@orks in us with us,”
leaving room for human agency, however imperfect. Seed Working in Us Without
Us? A Fresh Look at Formation of Virtue,” (New OrieaYamauchi Lecture Series,
2004), 12.

31 Joanne Heaney Hunter, “Toward a Eucharistic SpirtiuafiFamily: Lives Blessed,
Broken, and Shared,” in Marriage in the Catholic Tradjti28-30.




18

greater familial communion. Thus, “Gbdilds on the imperfection present in every
family life, and makes it holy.®

Richard Gaillardetz puts less emphasis on the actibmawied men and women
and reminds readers that, “their communion with eallras, at the same time,
communion with God . . . the ground and source of our existe/ho sustains us and
abides in us.®® Gallardetz does not revert to an earlier view of rageithat fails to
recognize the value of and need for the work of lovehbuloes recognize that husbands
and wives do not make grace present on their own, anddweskhat God is not only
present when they love each other well. Rath®nd is [also] found in the ‘between’ of
the relationshipf husband and wife,” in the solitude and pain, theim@ithrough the
wintry seasons of a marriage, the “sense of absemuging, and the embrace of the
limits of the relationship3* Christians who have passed through these seasons kriow tha
God is present, even when they fail to live up to thergiatleof their marriage vows.

The key point here is not that the efforts of humandsemake grace present, but
in their “faithful endurance . . . they will discovéeir marriage as gracé> This is hard
to recognize because modern Americans think they have teedgif@ng on their own,
but in the best of contemporary Catholic theologyreh® an insistence that, despite our
flawed efforts, God remains steadfast, pouring out loA® David McCarthy puts it, “If

marriage in the church is a grace, then marriage antyféfe will be sustained despite

32 bid., 132. On this theme, see also, Florence Caffrey@dVhen Two or Three Are
Gathered133.

% Richard R. Gaillardetz, A Daring Promise: A Spirittyadf Christian MarriagéNew
York: Crossroad, 2002), 43.

* Ibid., 44, 69.

% McCarthy, 204.
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our ambiguous choices and our lack of interpersonal exp&ifiSairing the down times
of marriage, spouses sometimes make a conscious ¢baielg on the covenant they
have made. If divorce is not an option, they knbeytare not going anywhere.
However, working on the problems is not always possiBle they keep going, trusting
that the marriage will pull them through, and very ofiedpes. According to McCarthy,
marriage is “structured to accommodate dysfunctidn.It is allows for grace and
redemption, despite sin and suffering.

The sacramental view of marriage does not assume plkeg the covenant
vision does not assume unfailing fidelity to every aspéthe marriage vow. Rather,

Catholics see God working in and through limited, faithfuian efforts.

Conclusion: Telling a Better Story

Marriage understood as sacrament and covenant islarg@ivorth pursuing.
While less immediately attractive than cultural poratayf romantic beginnings, its
narratives of lifelong union are ultimately richer andrensatisfying. Men and women,
this theology suggests, can find sacrament in the satfgglove of marriage, and in
reaching out to others in need, but also in the messindasggainfidelities of their own
lives. In family life, grace is present in steadfast, but also in the ordinary, in
imperfection, and pain. It is in families that hunimaings come to know most assuredly
that they are not God. It is not just through humanresfto love, but through God and

through others that families are sacramental. Becadeperson is insufficient in

%6 |bid., 206.
37 |bid., 274.
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herself, there is a need to reach out--to a spoushiltioen, to neighbors, and to the
poor--and to trust that God will work through us, despitaruth)e strangest of ways.

Perhaps Flannery O’Connor’s famous story, “A Good MalHdrd to Find,” is
an appropriate “family values” story with which to end tieection. One might say
that here O’Connor portrays grace as found in a soutasarity on a day trip to the
country. When the car breaks down, a family meets upseime murderers, who
proceed to take each of them into the woods to kill th&€he grandmother is the last to
die. Up until this point in the story, she is presentegedty, concerned with manners and
status at the expense of substance. She continuaeky & separate good people from
the rest. But before the murders kill the grandmottes,talks to the leader, who is
called the Misfit, and somehow, despite her pettind®ssees that he is a human being,
linked to her and everyone else, “Why you're one of aiyids. You're one of my own
children! She reached out and touched him on the shotléesprang back as if a snake
had bitten him and shot her three times in the cH&sust before her death, grace breaks
in. For Flannery O’Connor, that is a happy endingabse she saw the world as so
mired in sin, she did not dare hope for more than t8lse painted for her readers the
most extreme situations so that they would understandegbign of human limitation, and
the power God has to reach them anyhow.

Catholic theology has much to offer a world in whichgleaespond to
fragmentation by seeking a soul mate to complete thawmg them from the messiness
of the world. The romantic story told so often in oulture is terribly limited. There is

some truth in it--the best couples do find peace restiegch other's embrace. But
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marriage is not simplgetween a man and a woman, it is also around and beyond them.
In their ordinary daily lives, their brokenness, andrtb&orts to reach beyond
themselves, they witness to the human quest to love &adizod’s willingness to love
us. Our brokenness is an indication of our need for&poldothers. Catholic tradition
wisely calls us to see and embrace this reality ofiage, to reach out to God, to those
we love, and to others in need, finding an answer to fratatien (both personal and
social) not in a solitary, perfect union of two but ilf@ong belonging, in the kind of
marriage made for all who Flannery O’Connor so rigb#ifed “rough beasts slouching

toward Bethlehem.”

3 Flannery O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” in The Quete Stories of
Flannery O’Conno(New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1971), 132.




