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The Sacrament of Marriage 
Leading Each Other to Heaven (via Calvary) 

 
I. Introduction 
 

I want to begin by saying that whenever I give talks about marriage that I am 
often tempted to begin with this disclaimer: 

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real 
persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 
In other words, please do not assume that I am living this perfectly and that I have all 
the answers. I can promise you though that I am doing my best with the graces given 
me. 
 

Now, with that disclaimer out of the way, I am going to suggest from the outset 
that there are 2 dominant views that shape the way that many Catholics approach 
marriage today. 
 

The first is characterised by this sort of sentiment – and it’s a story that I have 
told before: 
 
When I was in my early 20s I had begun to attend daily Mass. The presence of someone 
below the age of 60 caused considerable excitement to the parishioners. I would often 
have elderly ladies approach me and say, “You are so holy! You are going to be a priest.” 
 

They were of course well-intentioned but what is being implied by this 
statement? It’s this: holy people become priests and religious whereas the “not-holy” 
get married. This is the same sort of sentiment when someone says, “So-and-so is really 
holy. I think he has a vocation.” 
 

This view is what I call the “extrinsicist” view of marriage. By this I mean that 
grace is seen as something extrinsic to marriage. Grace does not belong properly to it, 
rather grace belongs more properly to baptism and marriage is simply where I live that 
grace. 
 

Marriage itself is only a natural reality in which people are called to be faithful 
until death and have babies. As for whether marriage is a call to holiness or whether it 
contributes anything to personal sanctity, this is irrelevant since holiness only really 
comes from baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist. 
 

This view is typified by the new, and at least to me, worrying trend of devout 
spouses going to Mass separately, while the other is at home “babysitting” the kids. In 
this way the one who attends Mass can really focus on what is happening without the 
distraction of the kids. 
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The other extreme is what I call “intrinsicism”. With this point of view, grace 

belongs so intrinsically to marriage that no matter what you do, grace is present. Fidelity 
to Christ and the teachings of the Church are not as important. These are just rules and 
regulations but what matters is love. So, one can divorce and remarry and grace will still 
be there. The fact that this couple has stayed together in this situation is proof enough 
that Christ is at work in their lives. Or so the argument goes. 
 
This intrinsicist view is characterised by this sentiment (quote from a book on marriage 
and family): 

“At a lecture to a group of marriage preparation leaders in a parish, the group 
was experiencing great difficulty explaining to engaged couples the concept of 
marriage as a church of the home. We discussed the leaders’ lives and 
experiences and concluded that because these people were centered in Christ, 
they were Church, and their activities were inherently holy”.1 

 
These two extremes form so much of the way that Catholics think about, preach 

about, and pastorally minister to married persons. And this is why many married 
Catholics have probably not heard that they are called to holiness as married persons. 

 
The fundamental problem with these two views is that they bypass both Christ 

and the communion of the spouses. Both views ultimately say that Christ never really 
enters a marriage. The first view bypasses the communion of the couple so that they 
live parallel lives of holiness. 
 

In the other, we might give a superficial nod to Christ but in practice he has no 
place in the life or the love of the couple. In no way can we expect him to change their 
hearts as he changed the water into wine at Cana two-thousand years ago. 
 

These extremes are, as you probably suspect, contrary to the mind of the Church 
regarding the sacrament of Marriage.2 I want to provide a paragraph in the Catechism 
regarding marriage that explain who is ultimately involved in this sacrament, beyond the 
spouses. 
 
  

                                                        
1
 Quoted in Joann Heaney-Hunter, “Domestic Church: Guiding Beliefs and Daily Practices” in Michael G 

Lawler and William P Roberts (eds) Christian Marriage and Family: Contemporary Theological and Pastoral 
Perspectives (Collegeville MN: The Liturgical Press, 1993): 59-78, quote at 65. 
2
 See Leo XIII, Arcanum Divinae Sapientiae (1880), no 8; Pius XI, Casti Connubii (1930), nos 38 and 40; 

Vatican II, Lumen Gentium, no 11 and Gaudium et Spes, no 48; John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio (1982), no 
56. 
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II. Christ and Marriage 
 
‘“Just as of old God encountered his people with a covenant of love and fidelity, so our 
Savior, the spouse of the Church, now encounters Christian spouses through the 
sacrament of Matrimony.’ Christ dwells with them, gives them the strength to take up 
their crosses and so follow him, to rise again after they have fallen, to forgive one 
another, to bear one another's burdens, to ‘be subject to one another out of reverence 
for Christ,’ and to love one another with supernatural, tender, and fruitful love” (CCC, 
1642). 
 

1. The sacrament of Marriage is an encounter with Christ. 
 

Christ is at work within the seven sacraments, we encounter him personally in 
each sacrament. Sacraments are not static realities or mere rituals that automatically 
cause grace. They are personal encounters with Christ and his saving activity through 
material signs. 
 

In baptism, we are plunged into his death and resurrection, we participate in his 
identity as Son through the Spirit of adoption, and become members of his Body. 
 

With the sacrament of confirmation, the graces of baptism are perfected and the 
fullness of his Spirit is given to make us witness of Christ’s saving death and 
resurrection, further building up the Church. 

 
In the Eucharist, we are drawn into Christ’s self-offering to his Father through 

the unity of the Spirit and the Church for the glory of God and to sanctify us. 
 

In all of these sacraments, this work of immersion, anointing, incorporation, 
confirming, witnessing, offering, glorification and sanctification, is the work of Christ 
within each one of us that elicits the response of faith. 
 

Now, in the sacrament of marriage, the spouses encounter Christ. They come to 
Christ on their wedding day and give him their love – their whole relationship, its future 
and whatever this future might bring, including the hope of children – and they ask him 
to transform this love. 
 

In the other sacraments bread, wine, water, oil, are given to Christ for him to 
change, in the sacramental celebration of marriage the bride and groom give their love 
to Christ for him to make it his own and to enrich this love with his saving power. They 
give Christ their hearts and their love for him to change. 
 

They do this in the first place through their vows: “I, take you, to be my 
wife/husband, I promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in 
health. I will love you and honor you all the days of my life.” 
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These vows speak a willingness to love the other until the end in a total act of 

radical self-gift that is faithful and fruitful. 
 

The Latin word that is used for this love contained in the vows – this love that 
says “I choose you”, the love of election – is the same word used in scripture when we 
read, “God so loved (dilexit) the world that he gave his only Son” (Jn 3:16); and the love 
of the new commandment that Christ gave to his disciples (c.f. Jn 13:34).”3 

 
Spouses declare before God and the Church that they will love each other with 

Christ’s love. It is therefore a willingness to participate in the very love of Christ, his love 
of self-surrender on the Cross. 
 

That’s the first way spouses encounter Christ so that he may transform their 
love, that is, through the vows. 
 

Secondly, the spouses also open their marriage to the transformative graces that 
Christ offers through bodily surrendering themselves in the conjugal act and in all of the 
many ways that they lay down their life for the other, and later for children. 
 

Thus, we see that through the vows and through their conjugal union that 
husband and wife become a sign of and they participate in Christ’s love for the Church. 
This is what the encounter with Christ brings about for the couple. They can only 
participate in this love and be a sign of it because Christ has made this love his own. 
 

He is the principal actor within marriage – he permeates the love of the spouses 
with his own love to shape this love from within, transforming it. This is why we can call 
marriage a sacrament, that is, an efficacious sign of the love of Christ for the Church. 
 

How can this be? How can Christ take human spousal love and make it his own? 
How can he bestow upon this fragile reality his own divine power? It is because when 
divine love entered the world it revealed itself in the form of spousal love; a total, 
radical, faithful, and fruitful covenantal love. It revealed itself as this love of election – I 
choose you (c.f. Eph 1:4). In Christ, God has made a space for human spousal love; God 
has made this love his own. In Christ, God invites the couple to make his love their love. 
 
2. “Christ dwells with them, gives them the strength to take up their crosses and so 
follow him, to rise again after they have fallen, to forgive one another, to bear one 

                                                        
3
 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love (diligatis) one another; even as I have loved (dilexi) 

you, that you also love (diligatis) one another.” St. Augustine does argue that there is an essential unity to 
the love of amor, caritas, and dilectio. Nevertheless, there is a distinction made between these types of 
love. St. Augustine, De Civitate Dei, Book XIV, Chapter 7. 
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another's burdens… and to love one another with supernatural, tender, and fruitful 
love.” 

 
We see then that grace does not operate in the abstract. Nor does it just hover 

over the relationship of the spouses. 
 

What I mean by this is that Christ is at work in the spouses’ lived experience, 
precisely when they are doing married things – rising after we have fallen, when we 
need to forgive one another, when we need to bear the burdens of the other – in these 
moments Christ gives us his supernatural and tender love. 
 

Thus, grace is at work in the really messy aspects of marriage and family. In the 
day-to-day practical things – forgiveness, patience, illness, dealing with really stubborn 
children (and at this point my talk becomes semi-autobiographical), and wayward adult 
children who have left the faith – Christ is genuinely present to and active in the hearts 
of the spouses. 
 

But, this should not come as a surprise since this is the very logic of the 
Incarnation. When the Son of God became man he entered the ordinariness of our 
existence and sanctified it (c.f. GS 22). Yet we cannot presume divine assistance if our 
marriages are lived in a way that is contrary to Christ. It is not that Christ leaves us on 
our own rather we are the ones who abandon him. 
 

This is because the whole of the Christian life in general and marriage in 
particular is marked by faith-fidelity (fides). 
a) Baptism – the response to the question, “What do you ask of the Church” is “faith, I 
believe”. The creed that we state (“I believe”) at Sunday Mass is a re-statement of our 
baptismal faith. 
b) Holy Communion – when the priest says, “The Body of Christ”, our response of 
“Amen” is a declaration of faith, yes, I believe. 
c) Marriage – what do the spouses pledge to each other? They pledge faith, fidelity. 
 

So, the love, honour, and fidelity that we show to Christ all the days of our life, 
beginning with baptism, renewed in the creed, and consummated in Communion, is 
meant to permeate and shape the love, honour, and fidelity that we show to our 
spouse. In turn, the love that we bestow on our spouse becomes an expression of our 
love for Christ. 
 

Thus, when we do these genuinely married things in fidelity to Christ, our “faith” 
– our fidelity to Christ – animates, gives life to, our fidelity to our spouse and our 
marriage vocation. 
 

In this way these activities that comprise the total of married life are in no way 
“natural” occurrences, they are supernatural. God is mysteriously present and operative 
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when I am forgiving, caring for a sick family member, being patient, responding with 
mercy rather than anger. 
 

And because God is present and at work, married love becomes redemptive. 
Spouses mediate the grace of redemption to each other. This is what Vatican II stated: 

Authentic conjugal love is caught up into divine love and is governed and 
enriched by Christ’s redeeming power and the saving activity of the Church 
(Gaudium et Spes, no. 48). 

 
Married love, and therefore married actions, done in fidelity to Christ is governed and 
enriched by Christ’s redeeming power and the saving activity of the Church. 
 

So, this means that spouses must stay close to Christ. Through prayer (as a 
couple), the sacraments, the Scriptures, living their conjugal communion with great 
intensity, participating in the life of the Church, coming to know their faith; spouses 
remain grafted to the true vine who gives life to his branches. Certainly, we will be 
pruned from time to time but this is always to bear more fruit. 
 

Finally, spouses have to continually return to the the Eucharist. In the Eucharist 
we see both the form of married love and the font of love. 
 

As the form of love, the Eucharist reveals and effects the love of self-sacrifice – 
laying down one’s life for another. In the Eucharist we see what married love is meant 
to look like. Married life and love involves a death – a death to selfishness, hard-
heartedness, lack of forgiveness, always having to be right, always having to have my 
way. Spouses die again and again in marriage. 
 

Yet this is not the “death of loss” in which I lose everything including myself. I 
think that this is what we all fear – if I give I might lose myself so I need to protect 
myself, hold some part of me back, protect and isolate myself. 
 

No, it is not the death of loss that is involved in marriage, rather in marriage we 
see the “death” that gains everything – if I surrender my life for Christ’s sake I gain all 
things (c.f. Mt 10:39) and I produce fruit in abundance through this death, thirty, sixty, 
and a hundred-fold. 
 

So, the Eucharist is the form of love. At the same time, the Eucharist is the font 
or the source of love. We cannot give this love of self-sacrifice if we do not receive this 
love first, if we do not participate it, and make it our own (c.f. RH, 10). You cannot give 
what you do not have. You cannot die to yourself if you do not die with Christ first and, 
in so doing, rise with him. 
 

This concludes the first part of my talk on the role of Christ in the sacrament of 
marriage. And as I hope that you can see, the intrinsicist view of marriage that is so 
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prevalent among certain types of Catholics – a view that sees Church teachings on 
marriage as only rules but what really matters is romantic love – that this view cannot 
sustain authentic love. It is like building your house and marriage on sand. 
 

However, when spouses really encounter Christ he transforms their love into his 
love through the sacrament. He imbues their love and their entire marriage with his 
own redeeming power through the spouses’ fidelity to him. And finally, as spouses we 
learn to love sacrificially with, from, and for Christ, the Divine Bridegroom. 
 
III. Holy Spirit and Marriage 
 

In this last part, I will talk about the role of the Holy Spirit in marriage. In the first 
part I spoke of Christ, the dangers of intrinsicism, and the way that the sacramental 
encounter with Christ enables us to love sacrificially. In this section, I will focus on the 
Spirit, the problem of extrinsicism, and how the Holy Spirit enables us to love fruitfully in 
a communion of persons. 
 
I will begin this part with a quote from the Catechism just as I did the first: 

“In the epiclesis of this sacrament the spouses receive the Holy Spirit as the 
communion of love of Christ and the Church. The Holy Spirit is the seal of their 
covenant, the ever available source of their love and the strength to renew their 
fidelity” (CCC 1624). 

 
A word of explanation about this quote. In the 1969 rite of marriage, there is no 

explicit mention of the Holy Spirit. In 1991 the rite was revised to include an “epiclesis” 
(i.e. a petitioning of the Father to send the Holy Spirit). This epiclesis was inserted into 
the blessing of the bride and note what it says: 

“Send down on them the grace of the Holy Spirit and pour your love into their 
hearts, that they may remain faithful in the marriage covenant.” 

 
This is what the spouses are receiving in marriage – Divine Love himself is poured out 
into their hearts. 
 

Now, as a side note, this has never been translated into English so while the 
petition exists in the Latin text it does not appear in the approved English edition of the 
rite of marriage. That will change in the next few years when the new English translation 
is approved. 
 

We see then that in the rite of marriage that the Holy Spirit is given to the couple 
as the bond and source of their love. This is the first wedding present that the spouses 
receive – the gift of the Holy Spirit. The spouses receive Divine Love and Life himself. 
 

In receiving the gift of Divine Love, spouses receive the love of communion. The 
Holy Spirit is the love of the Father and the Son. As Person and Gift, the Holy Spirit is 
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both the fruit of this love and the bond of this love. In receiving the Holy Spirit, spouses 
have bestowed upon them the very Communion of God in the sacrament of Marriage. 
 

I know that this is theologically dense. We are also speaking of the most holy and 
impenetrable mysteries – the inner life of the Triune God. I understand that we do not 
usually think in these theological categories. What I am saying here is that in the Holy 
Spirit, God is a Communion – literally, “one” “with”. That is what communion means – 
to be one with another. Thus holy Communion and marital communion involve my 
being one with Christ through the Church and one with my spouse. 
 

So, when we say that God is a Communion it means that, in the Holy Spirit, the 
Father and Son are one with the Other. We see this in the Mass: 

“…Who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever 
and ever…” 

or in the Doxology at the end of the Eucharistic Prayers: 
“Through him, and with him, and in him, O God, almighty Father,  in the unity of 
the Holy Spirit…” 

 
In God, there is this unity of Persons that we call “Communion”. Sacramental 

marriage shares in this communion, this same unity, through the Holy Spirit. That is 
what I am saying with this technical language. 
 

Marriage then is never simply a natural union of man and woman – it is a 
supernatural reality, a participation in and sign of Trinitarian Communion. In God, this 
distinction in Persons on the one hand, and Communion on the other hand, 
paradoxically co-exist. God is three and one. The one is never dissipated in the three nor 
is the three lost in the one. 
 

Marriage participates in the being of communion. Spouses do not lose 
themselves in their being “one flesh” in marriage, on contrary, they find themselves 
through being one. They find themselves, their very identity, in this relationship of 
communion. 
 

At the same time, their unity is not meant to be divided in their being two. By 
this I mean that there is a real danger that individualism affects the communion of 
marriage. This is seen both on a practical level where spouses live very separate lives 
but also spiritually. As I mentioned earlier, even among well-intentioned Catholics, we 
find the tendency to form parallel spiritual lives – his and her retreats, his and her 
devotions, and attending different Masses. 
 

These “separate” faith expressions are not problems in themselves but they 
should not become the norm for a relationship lived in communion. In pursuing a 
devotion or an activity the sincere question we must ask ourselves, and with full 
accountability to the Lord and our spouse, is this – does this activity or this devotion, 
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deepen my communion with my spouse? Does it truly draw me further into this 
relationship of self-sacrifice or does it set up a parallel spiritual life? 
 

So, we see that through the Holy Spirit that marriage takes the form of 
communion – this is the gift of Divine Love, of Divine Communion. 
 

I also said that spouses are given the gift of Divine Life. Even before children are 
on the scene, the spouses are already fruitful with grace. They already give life because 
they have received life – they have received the Lord and Giver of Life. Should they be 
blessed with children then these little ones become an expression of a fruitfulness that 
is already there. However, if couples experience the cross of infertility they can take 
consolation that their marriage has a supernatural fruitfulness that far exceeds 
biological fecundity. This fruitfulness, since it can exist for the whole Church, may be 
likened the fruitfulness of virginity. 
 

Through the Holy Spirit, sacramental marriage becomes a communion of life and 
love. It must be lived according to this way of life, that is, with a profound openness to 
life and love. Thus, there has to exist within marriage a willingness in our actions to be 
open to participating in Divine Communion. 
 

Now, my suspicion is that if you are married to a fallen human being and have 
fallen children that marriage doesn’t usually feel like a participation in Trinitarian 
Communion. Married life just seems so earthly and everyday and is God’s life not 
supposed to be so blissful and extraordinary? How can such a human reality participate 
in the Divine? 
 

Jesus Christ has revealed that the life of God is an eternal exchange of self-giving 
love. In God, love is total self-surrender. When this love entered the world it took the 
form of poverty, self-sacrifice, and ultimately, crucified love. The Cross (and 
Resurrection) reveal what God’s life is like. Yes, this love is certainly blissful, joy-filled, 
and extraordinary but it is so because it involves death for another, the very greatest of 
loves, and this death brings life. 
 

In marriage, through the Holy Spirit, we participate in this death and life over 
and over again. We enter into this self-surrender that is the very nature of God’s love 
over and over again. In marriage, with all of its trials, annoyances, heartaches, 
frustrations, joys, glory, and beauty, we are being prepared for heaven. 
 
Conclusion 
 

I will now conclude. This second section, I hope, addressed the deficiency of 
extrinsicism – this view that sets up parallel lives of holiness for spouses and sees 
marriage simply as a natural reality. The sacrament of marriage is not a natural reality; it 
is a genuine participation in the mystery of Trinitarian Communion through the Holy 
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Spirit. The human can participate in the Divine because the Divine first became human. 
And these very human activities of marriage, through the perfecting power of grace, can 
truly become permeated with Divine significance. 
 

Secondly, because of this participation in Divine Communion, we see that 
marriage must be lived as a communion and any form of marital spirituality that 
bypasses this communion, despite the good intentions of the spouses, is inadequate. 
Living in a communion of persons, especially this side of the Fall, is the hardest thing in 
the world. People, including those we love, can be really hard work. We will be tested, 
challenged, and no doubt will fall again and again. 
 

We can, however, take courage because with God all things are possible. We 
also have received this communion through the Holy Spirit; God is therefore not asking 
us to do or to be something that he has not already given us and has made us. 

 
Finally, this communion we have received in marriage (the Holy Spirit) enables us 

to live our spousal communion of life and love, in preparation for our participation in 
that beatifying communion where we will see God face to face, and God-willing we will 
be with our spouse and children and with all those family members who have gone 
before us and are yet to come. 
 
Let me now summarise what I have said about the sacrament of Marriage. 
 

In marriage, we encounter Christ. Like all authentic encounters with him we are 
changed (although we don’t have to). But if we are open, he transforms our love into his 
love, a love that is sacrificial and redemptive. Thus in doing these sacrificial things that 
comprise the totality of married life we participate in the love of Christ, we mediate his 
healing grace to each other, and lead the other to heaven. So, in Christ we love 
sacrificially and redemptively. 
 

Through the Spirit, we participate in the life and love of God in a communion of 
persons. In the Spirit, we love in communion and fruitfully. 
 

The sum total of sacramental marriage then is this – husband and wife, through 
their self-sacrificial life-giving love of communion, become a sign of and participate in 
Christ’s love for the Church and Trinitarian Communion. And they prepare and lead one 
another to encounter Christ and his Father, in the Communion of the Holy Spirit. May 
this God be praised both now and forever! 


