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Catholics have a sacramental overview of life, says Sister Sandra DeGidio, O.S.M., author of the book” Sacraments Alive: Their History Celebration and Significance.”

In her book, Sister Sandra writes: “Sacraments are more than seven ritual acts that give grace. Rather, they are opportunities for people already in God’s grace to gather and celebrate that fact through symbolic action or ritual. Our understanding of sacraments today begins not with church rituals, but with the experience of God’s presence and care in our daily lives.” …
This is the sixth in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.
Andy Telli

When an engaged couple at Christ the King Parish in Nashville meets with Deacon Bob True to begin planning their wedding, the first thing he does is hand them a copy of a magazine article about viewing their wedding as a sacramental celebration rather than a show.

“Weddings in our culture have become such a phenomenal spectator sport,” says True.

Many couples “come to us not really grasping the concept that it takes three to get married, not two,” True says. “By coming to the church, they’ve invited Christ and … the church community into their relationship.”

The Catholic Church views marriage as more than a fashion show or a legal arrangement. For Catholics, marriage is a sacrament.

“Of course marriage is between this man and this woman, but for Christians … it’s something more,” says Michael Lawler, the Amelia B. and Emil G. Graff Professor of Catholic Theological Studies at Creighton University, in Omaha, Neb., and director of Creighton’s Center of Marriage and Family. “It’s an outward sign in human history of the presence of God.”

John and Terri Bosio have been marriage preparation team leaders at St. Stephen Parish in Old Hickory for several years. As team leaders they have lead discussions with engaged couples about the sacramentality and spirituality of marriage.

Marriage is “a model of God’s love in the community,” says John Bosio. It makes God present to others through the relationship of husband and wife. “That’s what the sacrament is. It represents something greater than it is.”

The nature of marriage is found in the image of Christ and Christ’s relationship with his church, Lawler says. Because the relationship of Christ and His church is indissoluble, marriage is indissoluble, and because Christ is faithful, spouses must be faithful, Lawler explains.

A family matter

The church hasn’t always considered marriage a sacrament.

“Marriage in the first centuries of Christianity was essentially a family matter,” according to Joseph Martos, a theologian who has authored a number of books on the sacraments, including “Doors to the Sacred: A Historical Introduction to Sacraments in the Catholic Church.”

If there were any clergy involved in the marriage it was simply to bless the marriage, but it was not a necessity, Martos says.

When the Roman Empire fell, so too did all the laws that helped protect marriages, especially women in marriages, including inheritance laws, Martos says. In the absence of a civil authority, people turned to the only authority they knew to resolve disputes or injustices surrounding marriages: the bishop.

“Slowly, you might say, a certain amount of case law was built up,” concerning what makes a valid marriage and the rights and responsibilities of the spouses, Martos says.

Bishops started requiring priests to witness and record marriages to create a public record, Martos said. Over time, the priest went from being a witness and official recorder of weddings, to giving a blessing to the marriage, to eventually replacing the parents as the person who presides over the wedding, he added.

There are two primary scriptural foundations for the sacrament of marriage, argues Lawler. 

The first is the Old Testament story of the prophet Hosea, who is instructed by God to marry Gomer, a temple prostitute.

“Gomer turns out to be a traveling wife,” Lawler says. “She leaves him and goes to somebody else and comes back and leaves again.”

When friends ask Hosea why he keeps taking Gomer back, he answers because that is what God does with Israel.

“It becomes what’s known as a prophetic symbol,” Lawler says. “The marriage of a man and woman is the prophetic symbol in history of the relationship between God and Israel.”

The notion of marriage as prophetic symbol carries into the New Testament with St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians in which he compares the relationship of a husband and wife to the relationship of Christ and His church, Lawler says.

About the turn of the fifth century, St. Augustine wrote a treatise, “On the Benefit of Marriage,” in which he argued that the benefits of marriage included the procreation and education of children, fidelity between the spouses, and the indissolubility of the sacramental bond. Drawing on St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, St. Augustine argued that for Christians, marriage was a sign of the union of Christ and the Church.

Despite St. Augustine’s views of marriage, he never considered it a sacrament, Lawler says. 

In the 12th and 13th centuries, theologians began re-examining the church’s definition of sacrament. St. Thomas Aquinas and other Scholastic theologians defined sacrament as an outward sign of inward grace, Lawler says, and they saw marriage between a man and a woman, which they considered a sacrament, as a sign of the relationship of God and God’s people.

At the Council of Trent, the church formally established marriage as a sacrament. The Church taught that marriage had two purposes, Lawler says: the primary purpose was the procreation and education of children, and the secondary purpose was the mutual help spouses give each other.

In the Middle Ages, when the theology was developed, it was a more pressing concern to have offspring who could inherit the family’s property than finding a companion for life, Martos says. “Marriage was really not a matter of romance, it was really a matter of social obligation.”

Re-examination of the sacrament

The church’s teaching on marriage, weighted heavily toward its role in procreation and the rules surrounding marriage, remained basically the same for nearly 400 years until the Second Vatican Council.

After civil society’s views of marriage shifted away from its economic impact and toward the importance of love and companionship, 20th Century Catholic theologians began to re-examine the sacrament.

They questioned the church’s teaching that procreation and education of children was the primary reason people married, Lawler says. Instead, theologians argued, people “marry to support one another, help one another grow, to love one another,” Lawler adds.

At the Second Vatican Council, church leaders said the purposes of marriage were co-equal rather than one being primary and the other secondary.

“That’s a huge change, and the implications of that have not been fully worked out,” Lawler says.

Since Vatican II, Lawler says, the views of Catholic theologians on marriage have been evolving. One aspect that is changing is the church’s view of sex and its role in marriage, Lawler says.

The church’s “view on sex clearly has a big impact on its view on marriage,” Lawler says. “In the past its view on sex was quite negative.”

During the Middle Ages, the churchmen writing about marriage were celibate, Martos notes. “Their whole perspective on sexuality would have been suspect and guilt ridden.”

Middle Ages theologians saw marriage, to some extent, as a social means to keep sexual urges in check, Martos said. “It wasn’t seen as anything that could lead to holiness. … If you were going to be holy you needed to keep your thoughts pure and your mind on God.”

“In the modern age,” Martos says, “I think mostly because we’ve learned a lot from psychology and how sex fits in the overall picture of being human, our view of sex is much more positive.”

Sex is no longer seen simply as a biological function to produce children, Martos says, but as “part of the relational glue that holds a marriage together.”

Building strong marriages

The church can help Catholics build strong marriages, Lawler says. It starts before the wedding with effective marriage preparation programs, he says.

In 1995, Creighton’s Center on Marriage and Family conducted a study for the U.S. bishops conference on the impact of marriage preparation, says Lawler. “That was an eye opener; 76 percent found marriage preparation was useful to them.”

“Secondly, and very importantly, marriage preparation gets you ready for marriage, gets your ready for the early years. But life moves on,” Lawler says. “As we age, we face different kinds of pressures.

“If the church really cares about marriages we should be providing not only marriage education programs, but marriage enhancement programs,” Lawler says. “I call them marriage booster shots.”

The Bosios, who lead the Marriage Matters ministry for couples at St. Stephen, agree.

“The church has done a good job with marriage preparation … but it’s a drop in the bucket for the ministry for couples,” John Bosio says. “The church needs a broad spectrum of ministries for couples and families.”

The first seven or eight years are the most critical in a couple’s life, John Bosio notes, so the Church needs to support them during that period.

The Marriage Matters program invites couples from St. Stephen and surrounding parishes to gather on the third Friday of each month to socialize and to participate in discussions on subjects such as communication, finances, dealing with stress and parenting. 

“We try to touch on subjects that have something to do with couples,” John Bosio explains.

Marriage as vocation

When Terri and John Bosio talk to couples about marriage, they talk about marriage as a vocation.

“Being married is a special role that God gives us in the world,” John Bosio says.

“When I was 13 I had a strong sense, for whatever reason, that I was being called to be a wife and mother,” says Terri Bosio. “I just knew that.

“Knowing that, I started praying for my future husband … wherever in the world he was,” she adds. “There was someone God had in mind for me and God knew who it was.”

The Bosios celebrated their 31st wedding anniversary on Nov. 17.

“In a marriage there should be mutuality,” Lawler says.

In his book, “Marriage and Sacrament: A Theology of Christian Marriage,” Lawler wrote: “In a Christian marriage, love requires not insisting on one’s own way, but a mutual empathy with and compassion for the needs, feelings, and desires of one’s spouse, and a mutual giving way to those needs, feelings, and desires when the occasion demands for the sake of, and in response to love.”

“Remembering is very important,” Lawler says. “It’s about remembering the good times, so the roots we put down become fertilized.” 

The goal is for each spouse should be to get to the point they realize they can’t walk away from the marriage, Lawler says. “That of course is a long term project. … There is no good marriage without a lot of hard work.” •
