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From Words to Sacrament, from Sacrament to Flesh: the Concept of Marriage 
 

Randy Lee∗ 
 
 
 Christ told the story of a landowner who built an elaborate vineyard, turned it over to 

tenants, and went on a journey.1  When the time came for him to do so, the landowner sent his 

instructions, his word, to the tenants.2  The tenants repeatedly refused to understand the 

landowner’s words3 so finally the landowner decided to send the perfect articulation of his 

words, an articulation so clear and accurate that the tenants would have to recognize the wisdom, 

authority, and love in it and be drawn to obedience.4    That articulation was the landowner’s 

only son,5 his words made flesh. 

 This story parallels God’s efforts to communicate with His people.  From the beginning 

“the Word was with God.” 6  Through Moses, God sent His instructions, His words, to His 

people,7 but people struggled with understanding that word.8  Finally God sought to provide one 

perfect, clear articulation of His word to His people, and so “the Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us.”9  No longer did people need to speculate on what the law looked like in practice.  

People could see the law alive;10 they could see, for example, what it meant to keep the Sabbath 

holy and yet love one’s neighbor as one’s self.11  They were no longer confronted with the words 

of God’s law, but now they were confronted with those words in the richness of their glory, 

grace, and truth.12 

 It does not diminish the majesty of God’s earlier statements that ultimately “He spoke the 

incarnation.”13  The prophet Nehemiah tells us that such is the power of God’s earlier statement 

that the mere reading of the law could bring the people to tears and call them to renewal.14  In 

fact, our Jewish brothers and sisters believe that God’s giving of His word to His people is His 

greatest gift.15  We, as Catholics, believe the same.16  The only difference is that we believe God 
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loves us so much that He has now spoken His word so clearly, powerfully, and lovingly in the 

flesh that its message for us cannot be escaped. 

 If the history of God’s people teaches us that the meaning of the word of God, articulated 

in words, can be misunderstood when pronounced in relative isolation, how much more 

confusing does it become when pronounced alongside a parallel yet distinct language.  One 

encounters this dynamic when one seeks to hear the word of God in the midst of the 

pronouncements of the American legal system.  Both God and American legalism speak of 

justice, equality, forgiveness, and judgment,17 but these labels mean very different things from 

each of these speakers.  Whatever justice and equality may mean in American legalism, they do 

not embrace the need to recognize my neighbor’s pain as my own as justice and equality in the 

eyes of God require.18  Judgment in American legalism, meanwhile, carries a power and 

confidence, a hunger for condemnation not found in the language of the God who has instructed 

us to first take the plank out of our own eye before reaching for the speck of sawdust in our 

brother’s eye.19  Forgiveness in American legalism cannot possibly begin to capture what God 

means by forgiveness, the utter brokenness of human spirit in the presence of Divine insight and 

mercy.20  Furthermore, American legalism would assure us that God endowed us with 

inalienable rights,21 but Job assures us that before God we lack even the right to be heard.22  

Thus, confusion between these languages seems inevitable, and no less so if one is prone to 

suspect that when the language of American legalism declares “In God We Trust,” that may 

actually be translated, “If there is a God, he trusts us.”23 

 Just as American legalism has threatened to confuse the faithful about the meaning of 

concepts like justice, equality, judgment, and forgiveness, it has also confused the meaning of 

more concrete terms like marriage.  Furthermore, as God has invited us to understand His law as 
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flesh and not merely as words, He has called us to understand marriage not as merely words in 

rules but as words transformed into life. 

 We may begin to clarify this confusion by considering the words of the Church’s law to 

describe marriage.  Section 1 of Canon 1055 describes marriage as: 

[t]he matrimonial covenant, by which a man and a woman establish between 
themselves a partnership of the whole of life and which is ordered by its nature to 
the good of the spouses and the procreation and education of offspring, [a 
covenant that] has been raised by Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament 
between the baptized.24 
 

This description identifies five characteristics that define marriage in the eyes of the Church.  

First, the matrimonial covenant must be between a man and a woman.  Second, the covenant 

creates a partnership.  Third, this partnership is for “the whole of life”25 in both a qualitative and 

quantitative sense.  Qualitatively, the partnership is for the whole of life because the couple 

becomes “one body”26 so completely that rather than thinking of a married couple as 

complimenting one another, we should think of them as completing one another.27  

Quantitatively, meanwhile, the partnership is for the whole of life because it ends only with 

death.28 

 Fourth, the purposes of this partnership are for “the good of the spouses” and “the 

procreation and education of offspring.”29  Fifth, the matrimonial covenant and the resulting 

partnership have “been raised by Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament.”30  As a 

sacrament, marriage “strengthens and, as it were, consecrates the spouses in a Christian marriage 

for the duties and dignity of their state.”31   

 Three additional characteristics can be gleaned from other canons. Section 2 of Canon 

1057 indicates first that the matrimonial covenant must arise out of “an act of the will by which a 

man and a woman mutually give and accept each other,” and second that the covenant so created 
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is “irrevocable.”32  Finally, Canon 1063 indicates that the ecclesiastical community must offer 

“the Christian faithful the assistance by which the matrimonial state is preserved in a Christian 

spirit and advances in perfection.”33  This community aid must take at least four forms: 

1) general instruction to people of all ages “in the meaning of Christian marriage and 

about the foundation of Christian spouses and parents”; 

2) “personal preparation to enter marriage which disposes the spouses to the holiness 

and duties of their new state”; 

3) “a fruitful liturgical celebration of marriage . . . to show that the spouses signify 

and share in the mystery of the unity and fruitful love between Christ and the 

Church”; and 

4) “help offered to those who are married so that faithfully preserving and protecting 

the original covenant, they daily come to lead holier lives in their family.”34 

Having seen the Church’s view of marriage as an irrevocable partnership between a man 

and a woman, for the whole of life and for the good of the spouses and the procreation and 

education of offspring, a partnership arising out of an act of the will and strengthened both by its 

status as a sacrament and by the community in which it takes life, we may now consider to what 

degree the concept of marriage as defined by American legalism resembles the concept of the 

Church.  Perhaps the closest the United States Supreme Court has come to articulating a view 

comparable to that of the Church is the Court’s discussion of marriage in Griswold v. 

Connecticut in 1963.35  There, echoing the Church, the Court called upon words like sacred and 

enduring to communicate its concept of marriage: 

We deal with a right of privacy older than the Bill of Rights – older than our political 
parties, older than our school system.  Marriage is a coming together for better or for 
worse, hopefully enduring, and intimate to the degree of being sacred.  It is an association 
that promotes a way of life, not causes; a harmony in living, not political faiths; a 
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bilateral loyalty, not commercial or social projects.  Yet it is an association for as noble a 
purpose as any involved in our prior decisions.36 
 
Boiling down the ornamentality, however, one sees that marriage in American legalism is 

as hollow a substitute for the Church’s concept of marriage as were the American legal system’s 

efforts to duplicate the Church’s concepts of justice, equality, forgiveness, and judgment.37  

Fundamentally, this is so because in the eyes of the Court the sacredness of marriage arises not 

from God 38 but from the intimacy of the marital relationship.39  Having removed from marriage 

the strength to be derived from its sacramental status,40 the Court is left to consider the concept 

of marriage as a partnership for “the whole of life”41 as an aspiration rather than a reality.  Thus, 

although in the Court’s view, marriage may be “a coming together for better or for worse,” 

quantitatively it is only “hopefully enduring.”42  Furthermore, qualitatively, although for the 

Court marriage may be a “bilateral loyalty,”43 even that does not rise to the level of becoming 

“one body.”44 

Beyond these differences, which some may try to pass off as rhetorical, the Court in 

Griswold also diverged fundamentally from the Church’s vision of the purposes of marriage.  In 

Griswold, the Court held that the right to marry included a right to use contraceptives,45 a 

holding that allowed the concept of marriage to be divorced from a purpose of procreation and 

education of offspring.46  The Court did, however, preserve the sense that marriage is for the 

good of the spouses by claiming that marriage promoted a “harmony in living”47 but even that 

had to be tempered by the Court’s implicit message that children could undermine such 

harmony, a message that would become explicit in subsequent cases.48 

The Supreme Court’s decisions in the forty years since Griswold have only further 

distanced the Court’s view of marriage from the Church’s.  In Boddie v. Connecticut,49 the Court 

held that married couples enjoyed a “right to dissolve” their marriage, a decision that affirmed 
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that American legalism considers marriage as bounded by less than death, and, thus, 

quantitatively not necessarily for the whole of life.50  Then, the following year, in Eisenstadt v. 

Baird,51 the Court attacked its own vision of marriage in Griswold52 and indicated that marriage 

was also not for the whole of life in any qualititative respect.  As the Court said in emphasizing 

the degree to which marriage cannot interfere with personal autonomy, 

the marital couple is not an independent entity with a mind and heart of its own, 
but an association of two individuals each with a separate intellectual and 
emotional makeup.  If the right of privacy means anything, it is the right of the 
individual, married or single, to be free from unwarranted governmental 
intrusions into matters so fundamentally affecting a person as the decision 
whether to bear or beget a child.53 
 

Gone from Eisenstadt was the Court’s view that marriage was “a coming together…to the degree 

of being sacred,” and “an association that promotes a way of life” and” a harmony of living.”54  

Instead, marriage in Eisenstadt had become “an association of two individuals each with a 

separate intellectual and emotional makeup.”55    In Eisenstadt the Court also explicitly embraced 

the implicit message of Griswold that marriage need not be for the purpose of procreation when 

it described “pregnancy and the birth of an unwanted child” as an unreasonable “punishment for 

fornication, which is a misdemeanor.”56 Furthermore, in Eisenstadt the Court made clear that the 

community’s role in a marriage is not, as canon law maintains, to support and assist the 

marriage57 but to avoid intrusions into it.58 

 Through Eisenstadt then, the Court had established that in American legalism, marriage 

is not an irrevocable partnership, is not for the whole of life, is not for the purpose of procreation, 

and is not to be strengthened either by sacramental status or by community involvement.  What 

remained then from the Church’s vision was that marriage is a partnership of some form between 

a man and a woman for the good of the spouses.   
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 The series of abortion cases59 that followed Eisenstadt eroded even the little common 

ground that American legal marriage and canon law marriage had shared after Eisenstadt.  

Obviously, the abortion cases reinforced the position of American legalism that procreation was 

not a goal of marriage.60  In fact, picking up on its child as punishment theme from Eisenstadt, 

the Court in Roe v. Wade focused exclusively on the hardships of motherhood: 

Maternity, or additional offspring, may force upon the woman a distressful life 
and future.  Psychological harm may be imminent.  Mental and physical health 
may be taxed by childcare.  There is also the distress, for all concerned, associated 
with the unwanted child. And there is the problem of bringing a child into a 
family already unable, psychologically and otherwise, to care for it.  [The] 
additional difficulties and continuing stigma of unwed motherhood may be 
involved.61 
 

Furthermore, the Court also reinforced its position that the marriage partnership is not 

qualitatively for the whole of life by holding in this line of cases that a woman may decide 

autonomously to abort without even notifying her husband of the pregnancy or her intent to 

abort.62  Yet, the Court broke its new ground in this line of cases when it embraced a view of 

marriage that undermined the position that marital partnership is for the good of the spouses. 

 In Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey,63 the Court justified its 

decision to exclude husbands from even having a right to know of a marital pregnancy by noting 

that “there are millions of women in this country who are the victims of regular physical and 

psychological abuse at the hands of their husbands.”64  In that context, the Court maintained that 

a woman could reasonably believe that if she told her husband of her intent to abort, he would 

“(a) publicize her intent to have an abortion to family, friends or acquaintances; 
(b) retaliate against her in future child custody or divorce proceedings; (c) inflict 
psychological intimidation or emotional harm upon her, her children or other 
persons; (d) inflict bodily harm on other persons such as children, family 
members or other loved ones; or (e) use his control over finances to deprive [her] 
of necessary monies for herself or her children.”65 
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Given such a negative sense of the marital relationship, one can hardly maintain that American 

legalism would claim the good of the spouses as a purpose of marriage.  Thus, the only thing left 

of the canon law notion of marriage to which the American legal system has adhered is that 

marriage is a partnership between a man and a woman. 66 

 Although one could argue that in Bowers v. Hardwick67 and Romer v. Evans68 the 

Supreme Court set the foundation to remove from the American legal system’s view of marriage 

the requirement that the partnership be between a man and a woman69 and although state 

supreme courts have been willing to take steps in that direction,70 that discussion hardly seems 

necessary.71  Having compared the concept of canon law marriage to that of marriage as defined 

by the American legal system, one must reach the conclusion that for heterosexual couples, the 

two concepts of marriage share no attributes.  Confronted with that reality, one is hard pressed to 

argue that the American legal system’s notion of marriage will be suddenly undermined if it 

deviates from canon law on the issue of same-gender partnerships.  Initially, one might note that 

such an argument suggests a certain level of hypocrisy because from it one might infer that 

heterosexuals were seeking to impose on gay and lesbian couples the norms of canon law when 

heterosexuals, themselves, were not willing to abide by those norms of canon law most relevant 

to them.72  More importantly, however, such an argument seems flawed because it ignores the 

reality that it appears rather late to be concerned with closing the barn door; all the animals have 

indeed already left the barn. 

 While there is certainly room to consider how best for the community to relate to the 

relatively small number of same gender couples in the community,73 the more urgent question is 

how to reinvigorate a dialogue of truth to the vast number of heterosexual couples who have 
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come to believe that the flimsy imitation of the sacrament of marriage offered up by American 

legalism is indistinguishable from the real thing.74 

 As noted earlier,75 when God has found spoken words incapable of carrying His message 

to a confused, deaf, or even hardened world, He has spoken in flesh.  Thus, if the concept of 

marriage in America is to be recaptured by the Church, Catholics must be wiling to allow God to 

articulate the sacrament of marriage with their lives.  For this reason, Pope John Paul II sought 

out Luigi Quattrocchi, a lawyer, and his wife, Maria Beltrane Quattrocchi, a homemaker, to 

make them the first married couple to be jointly beatified.76  In beatifying the couple, the Pope 

held up the couple as “a living demonstration of what the Second Vatican Council said about all 

the faithful being called to holiness” and as a “great witness of faithfulness in love.”77 

 While Luigi and Maria Quatrocchi may be the first married couple beatified together, 

they are hardly the Church’s only married couple who can demonstrate what it means to live in a 

marriage as a sacrament.  In fact, we too easily forget that God first gave life to his Church in the 

midst of a married couple, and holiness was no easier for that couple than it is for us.  That 

couple was confronted with a conception out of wedlock and almost separated.78  During their 

marriage they were pursued by legal authorities and moved frequently.79  Three times the 

husband had to give up his business and start over.80  The wife had to bury her husband 

prematurely, and then she buried her son.81  Yet, Mary and Joseph were sustained through it all 

because at the center of their marriage was Jesus, and, thus, in their lives we can see marriage 

made flesh.82 

 God did not have to have Jesus born to a married couple.  He had made the adult Adam 

from a lump of clay,83 and He could have made Christ the same way.  Every day He converts 

bread into the body of Christ; on the alter of the temple in Jerusalem, before the very eyes of the 
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temple priests, God could have converted a cereal offering into His infant son and the child could 

have been raised by the holiest of Judah, who would have taught Him in the temple.84  But God 

chose the savior of the world to come from a marriage: a marriage faced with all the timeless 

challenges that still present themselves to this very day, and, yet, a marriage always holy, always 

faithful in love, and always centered in Christ: a marriage lived as a sacrament. 

 God made the law for men, not men for the law.85  God created men to know, love, and 

serve Him86 and the law to help them do that.87  He gave us the law so that we could live more 

fully as His sons and daughters88 and so that even in those moments when we know not what we 

shall be, we can still strive to be Christ-like.89 

 The law, then, was never intended to be just words.  It was created to join with us to 

become truth made flesh.  We are called to transform God’s words into life,90 and that includes 

the word marriage. 

 We should not be surprised that we have so many annulments in the Church; we should 

be thanking God that, by His graces, our own confusion has not left us with more.  There are 

seventeen million divorced Catholics in the Unites States.91  “[T]he Church is obliged to provide 

justice for anyone whose marriage has failed when it can be shown with moral certainty that the 

marriage lacked from its onset some essential element for a true sacramental bond.”92  In a land 

where the concept of marriage has been so hugely distorted, should we not expect that many 

Catholic marriages do indeed end because they lack some element of this sacrament or, more 

precisely, because their partnership has not sacramental strength to sustain it through the 

challenges of life.   

The point here has not been to criticize law but to understand it for what it is.  There is a 

hint of eternal truth in law that exists outside the light of God much as G.K. Chesterton observed 
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there was a hint of truth in myth that existed outside of the light of God.93  But that hint of truth 

is only enough to make such law a shadow of eternal truth.  And the law of God is indeed a 

description, a map, even a picture of a life lived in eternal truth, but even that is not the same as a 

life lived in eternal truth.94  It is only because “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” that 

we truly “have seen His glory,”95 and our brothers and sisters throughout America will continue 

to struggle to see the glory of marriage until they are shown it in the flesh.  As Catholic couples 

enflame their marital vocations with the power of the Holy Spirit and live them as a sacrament, 

these couples become a light to the world, and in that light divorce and annulment must give way 

to the joy found in serving God.96 

In that light also, the world can see that love, the leaven of marriage, is a way of life 

rather than merely an attraction, an emotion, or a decision.  Love is living as Christ lived.  Thus, 

God seeks married couples whose lives will challenge, “Did Christ heal?  Did Christ encourage?  

Did Christ guide?  Did Christ forgive?  Did Christ bless?  Did Christ suffer ignomities?  Did 

Christ suffer insults?  Did Christ suffer wounds?  Did Christ offer up His earthly life to get His 

spouse the Church to Heaven? 

“Then do likewise.” 

Whose marriages will speak these words for God if not the marriages of those who call 

themselves the brothers and sisters of Christ? 

 The wisdom of American law and even the wisdom of canon law can be contained in 

books, and in those books, one may find shadows, descriptions, or even pictures of truth.  But we 

are not called to be shadows or descriptions or pictures of truth.97  As Saint Teresa of Avila said, 

we are called to be the feet of Christ, and not just His feet, but also the eyes through which He 
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looks upon His children with compassion and the Hands with which He blesses a world that 

hungers for Him.98 

 Mother Teresa of Calcutta was once invited to a talk on hunger, but she got lost and 

arrived late.  When she did arrive, she found a man lying in front of the hotel hosting the talk.  

The man was starving to death.  Mother Teresa picked him up and took him home.  He died in 

her arms, of hunger.99  In contrast to the world around her, Mother Teresa sought not to be a 

book nor a talk but to be the eyes and hands and feet of Christ.100  Her life still calls to her 

brothers and sisters in Christ, “Be more than a book, Beloved.  Be feet.” 
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