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WHAT IS HAPPENING TO YOUR MARRIAGE?  
 

 
 To say that marriage and love have always been closely associated, seems so 
obvious that it may be wondered why anybody should want to write about the 
matter. We are used to stories from our childhood where the brave prince falls in 
love with the difficult-to-win princess: they marry and live happily ever after. Thus 
we tend to suppose that this is the basic pattern, although we realise that things 
sometimes go wrong in real life. But the reason why things do go wrong in the world 
of here and now, is not because of bad luck, human frailty, or accidents, but because 
this sort of dream of love and marriage is unreal.  

Marriage Today  

 In our society, marriage is of course deeply connected with love, but there is a lot 
more to it, for marriage does not last for "as long as ye both shall love". In many 
cultures after all, love is not even presupposed to marriage. Marriage partners have 
been chosen by parents, or families, for generations in Eastern countries, even in 
Europe. This is not done to exploit the young couple concerned but rather with the 
idea of ensuring their happiness. Bound by a common background, common aims in 
life, it is supposed that their love will grow and develop in a stable setting so that 
they and their children will achieve real fulfillment and happiness in their lives. In 
such societies, mutual attraction by the young couple is considered much too slight a 
thing for such an important relationship as marriage. Even today Indian parents look 
with consternation at a society like America, where young and not-so-young people, 
can marry at will, whether their feelings are superficial or serious, and whether they 
choose those already married to somebody else.  

Two Extremes  

 Here, we seem to have two extreme situations, neither of which describes 
satisfactorily, what love in marriage can be. We will have to look further to find what 
this can mean in Christian Marriage. This is described in The Vatican II document the 
Church in the Modern World, as follows:  

 "The intimate partnership of married life and love has been established by the 
Creator and qualified by His laws. It is rooted in the conjugal covenant of irrevocable 
personal consent. Hence by that human act whereby spouses mutually bestow and 
accept each other, a relationship arises which by divine will and in the eyes of society 
too, is a lasting one". (Documents of Vatican II, pp. 250-1)  

Giving Totally  

 Each husband and wife says I will to the other. What is unique here is that each 
give totally of himself or herself to the other who in turn accepts the totality of this 
gift. It is not a contract which is kept only on certain conditions but rather a unique 
kind of covenant.  
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A Treaty of the Heart  

 We get a glimpse of this sort of covenant in both the Old Testament where the 
relationship between couples, is compared to God's bond with Israel, and in the New 
Testament where St. Paul compares it to the union between Christ and the Church. 
In other words it is a treaty of the heart not only one of law.  

 It seems to us right that we should be in love when we marry, and also that our 
realisation of what love is, should grow and deepen while life lasts and even beyond 
it. But if marriage is automatically based on the idea of this love alone, we can miss 
the meaning of married love. There is some parallel here between the grace of God 
and the good we do. We need grace to think of a good action, and to carry it 
through, and we gain in grace by having done it. So also, we need to be in love to 
contemplate marriage, so say 'yes' to our spouse, but it is the marriage that in its 
turn brings about the married love we are looking for.  

 It is very difficult to define love, as everyone knows. A sociologist describes it in 
the following way:  

 "It is the feeling accompanying an interpersonal relationship that is mutually ego-
enhancing. It is the good feeling which results from past need satisfactions received, 
the anticipation of future gratifications, and the sense of fulfillment that comes from 
being able to meet another's needs". (Husbands and Wives Blood and Wolfe p.2221) 

Fact Not Fiction  

 This certainly sounds like love viewed with a telescope from a long distance. It is 
not that it is not true, but just that is not the way people experience it. Nobody can 
fully describe an intense and live experience. A poet feeling this frustration wrote of 
"the pain of not being able to express it, without falseness or platitude". Another 
young man, not a writer, wrote to his fiancée long ago of this love he could not 
properly express. "It gives a sense of something beyond this world, – surely a divine 
feeling. What else can it be? Or better still I am a soul with a body, rather than a 
body with a soul. To be with you is happiness and contentment, just to be beside you 
and touch you, nothing more".  

 Yet we are not by any means at the heart of the matter. We tend to talk of love as 
if everybody had more or less the same experience. But do they? We must also take 
into account the fact that people can get involved with one another in a variety of 
ways, which are not necessarily the ways of love.  

 Even within a marriage, the love of both man and woman may be felt and 
expressed very differently, but it must in some sense, shape the whole of their lives. 
Again, people in love will want to know one another. Not only what the other likes 
for breakfast, his size of shoes, or even how she likes to use her leisure, but rather 
what sort of person she is, why he feels or wants in certain ways, what are her 
deepest tendencies, hopes and fears, and above all her goals in life?  
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Getting to Know  

 However this getting to know process often stops short on the wedding day, even 
perhaps well before. The girl thinks for example that she has found her ideal man. 
Many young women have a 'dream lover' type in mind before they leave school, and 
they stick to it through thick and thin. Magazines and interviews in the newspapers, 
are full of this. There is no harm in this as far as it goes, but so often a young woman 
(or young man for that matter), think that they have found, once and for all, this 
ideal type when they plan to marry. What is actually happening, is that the partner is 
willing or able to wear the mantle of this ideal for a certain time. They may even be 
quite unconscious of this, just feeling they are playing the romantic role normal in 
the engagement period. All the time the young woman or man may be quite 
unaware of the real person beneath the mantle. After marriage, having expected the 
ceremony in some way to, have ensured and stabilised their relationship, she or he, 
becomes progressively disillusioned and discontent, as their partner over again, 
becomes the person he or she really is. Once more, she will complain in a fault-
finding way, as she did as a teenager to her parents: once more, he will leave his 
clothes around on the floor as he did as a school boy. These things are not really very 
important, but what really emerges is that there are two people living together, 
trying to be married, who do not really know each other as people. Now it comes 
home to them, that the marriage day is not the culmination of getting-to-know 
process, but rather the beginning of it.  

 Real loving then, means an eager desire to know and appreciate the other person 
for what he is, and marriage, is only the very start of this, for a human person 
provides an inexhaustible realm of discovery.  

Mutual Choice  

 Another essential feature of marriage, is that married love is based on choice of 
each partner of the other. In other words, this woman is not someone who has been 
foisted on to this man and with whom, she has willy-nilly to live out her life. This 
partner was chosen. This was what being in love and wanting to marry meant. So if 
love is to stay and grow it must never be taken for granted, – this choice must be 
constantly renewed. The monotony of everyday life, the 'ordinariness' of just being 
around one another, if allowed to take over, quickly reduces love to the same 
commonplace level. The real meaning of the choice of a husband or wife, is that one 
does not submit to, or put up with the other, but freely and generously gives to the 
other_ To quote the Church in the Modern World: "such love . . . leads the spouses 
to a free and mutual gift of themselves, a gift proving itself by gentle affection and by 
deed. Such love pervades the whole of their lives."  

Totality  

 A further characteristic of love is that each wants the whole good of the other. 
Each wants his partner to be really fulfilled, not just in relationship to themselves, 
but in his work, and his relationships with people outside the marriage. This applies 
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equally to men and women. Inside the marriage they will want the role of the other 
as a parent, to be satisfied. Rivalry over the affection and attention. of the children is 
a very real thing to contend with even though it may be well below the surface. For 
instance a mother may take over from the father because "he is too busy with his 
work", or because "you cannot expect a man to understand young children", so that 
the latter, never gains his full stature in this direction. Many men, too, indirectly 
resent their wives' having outside friends and interests: "it takes her away from the 
children", you cannot run a home if you are out in the mornings", etc. So the woman 
in question, becomes more and more turned in on herself and narrow in her 
thinking, until she really becomes a lesser person, quite apart from the fact that 
physical care is all she has left, to give to her family.  

Taking Responsibility  

 This brings us to a further point. Love means taking responsibility for one another. 
In a sense, the husband creates the wife, and the wife creates the husband. The 
taking of responsibility for another is perhaps not very hard. However mixed with 
selfishness our attitude at the beginning of marriage is, there is also a willingness to 
help the other person, and some delight in the thought of doing so. One partner can 
see him or herself 'doing the other good' with no trouble at all. It is when they have 
to change themselves, give over something of themselves, share responsibility for 
themselves, as well as the other, that the going becomes hard. It is not easy to share 
even decision making about all sorts of material problems, such as the control and 
use of the family money, the discipline, of the children, and the sort of recreation 
and holidays needed, but this is nothing besides putting one's destiny into another's 
hands. Yet complete love demands even this in the end. In Christian terms, the 
couple must finally redeem each other by their love.  

 This, then, is what love in marriage can be. Of course, the process is not always 
complete, in fact, even the very best marriages, are only on the way to becoming like 
this.  

 There is a lot of real good in a marriage where the couple are content simply to 
live and let live. They delight in their children, they have a limited emotional security 
and a certain social standing, there is a comfortable division of labour between bread 
winning and home making, some companionship and mutual appreciation. A lot of 
couples settle for this, for it is certainly far less demanding than marriage where love 
is intense. Neither partner is going to rock the boat because their tranquility depends 
on it ("we have not had a quarrel in years"). This situation only becomes a tragedy 
where one or other of the partners begins to look for something more. Yet it need 
not be so, if that partner wants it enough. The good will of one can start a great deal, 
already half of the relationship is in their control.  

Most marriages are usually mixtures of real and seeming ones. Partly the couple 
merely want a peaceful life, and will pay the price up to a point. But they are often 
looking for something more, and are not really satisfied with things as they stand. 
The important thing to decide is what sort of marriage you want.  
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SEXUALITY 

 

 There is something strange about putting sexuality in a section by itself, when 
writing about married love. After all, sexuality, is basic to any understanding of the 
relationship between a man and woman, for it influences every part of their life 
together.  

 Very early, little children know very well whether they are boys or girls, and their 
maleness and femaleness influences their lives as much, if not more, than any other 
factor. Of course, the role that a boy or girl growing up may have in any society 
varies. In some societies the male and female roles are much more rigid than in 
others. But to the child, being male or female is part of being the person he or she is, 
for our sexuality shapes our minds as well as our bodies. As physical and emotional 
sexuality develops, it seems at times something wonderful to the child or at other 
times it may seem something difficult, and as it were, alien to him. Normally, a child 
learns to know himself towards the end of adolescence and his sexuality then 
becomes integrated into his whole personality. This should lead to increased 
sensitivity, ability to express feelings naturally, a pride and confidence in himself, as 
well as an awareness that he needs others and is not self-sufficient. Whether he 
marries later or not, his sexuality must be understood by him, and it should lead him 
on to constructive love, which is a desire to complete and help others.  

Seeking Maturity   

 Maturity and sexuality mean almost the same thing. It is worth mentioning that 
full maturity may not be reached for a long time. At first, a boy or girl is attracted to 
the other sex in general, and even in adulthood a person's sexuality may remain at 
this level, so that he feels drawn sexually towards a number of people of the 
opposite sex over a period, and he may imagine, that he must be in love because he 
sees physical relations as the beginning, and the end, of love between the sexes. Yet 
the tragedy of these immature adults, is that of being condemned to lack true 
fulfillment and perpetual searching, which never brings them any understanding of 
what they are missing. They remain with the illusion that they somehow have just 
not found the right partner yet.  
 In a human being, sexuality is much more than a physical expression or 'outlet' (to 
use Dr. Kinsey's words). It is, in its mature sense, the feeling and expression of the 
kind of love we talked about earlier.  

 Growing love for one person in particular, makes more explicit this desire to 
complete or complement another and receive what one needs, from that other.  

Desiring to be One  

 The marital act is not just necessary for the marriage to be consummated legally, 
and for procreation of children: it also symbolises or rather is the expression of this 
sort of love. For two people in love, the separateness and isolation of the human 
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condition is somehow overcome for a few moments in a desire to be one, in a sense 
to regain the integrity, and wholeness, we all sense that we have in some way lost.  

 This is an ideal of course, and any particular marital act may approximate to it in a 
greater or lesser way; but the important thing is that each couple should be aware of 
the enormous significance of their sexual union. It should not be in any way separate 
from the rest of their life together, something cut off, something one or other of the 
partners allows or puts up with for the sake of the other. Rather it is the culmination 
of the mutual giving of man and wife. If either cannot really give themselves, their 
sexual gestures will be just a desire to dominate the other, and if they cannot really 
receive, they will be left feeling as though they have been used'.  

An Expression of Love  

 The very fact that couples put the physical side of marriage so often in a separate 
compartment, away from the rest of their life together as husband and wife, means 
that it is not always any great help to them. A sexual act which is not a direct 
expression of love will not create love somehow out of nothing. And so, couples may 
settle for much less than full physical and spiritual communion in their marriages; 
they may give up trying, they may never realise, even during a long life, that it is 
worth trying. But if their sexual expression has, at any time, meant what it should 
mean, and if their love is deep enough for them to care, it should continue to deepen 
and develop that love. In mature couples their sexual expression is so understood by 
the partners, that they share emotion and feeling about it. It becomes more and 
more an expression of their whole life together, with the result that the physical 
aspect is so much part of their marriage, it is not thought of separately, and like the 
other areas of their life, is controlled by their joint decisions. Even where continence 
is necessary, this is all part of their mutual love.  

Misunderstood  

 Where sexual expression has never played its true role in a marriage, the couple 
will tend to use it more rarely as their physical needs grow less, and by middle age it 
will lose any real significance for them. Sexuality when it is removed from its right 
setting is a frail thing. Some people have been brought up to look on sex as 
something harmful (which of course it can be, if misused, being so deeply bound up 
with our personality) – something merely permitted on sufferance in marriage. 
Sexual inclination for them, is seen as a threat to one's integrity. To allow sexual 
intimacy, is felt as somehow lowering the barriers on one's inner self, as though with 
sexual surrender, one somehow becomes a lesser person, somehow debased.  

Misused  

 The opposite to this, is to see sexuality as a mere urge for physical sensation, so 
that it becomes a desire for conquest, a desire to see the other person give in and 
submit. People who are caught up in these false forms of sexuality, have a feeling 
something is wrong, and they come in time to dread physical relations or to regard 
them with indifference. On the other hand, they may long for or actually seek 
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another partner, with whom they consider they can have a more significant and 
satisfying relationship. A very typical situation, for instance, is where a wife feels 
bound to do her sexual "duty" by her husband, and so she 'surrenders' rather than 
bestows herself. She feels a lack of love in her marriage, and thinks she is merely a 
vehicle for relieving her husband's physical tension, the only means he is morally 
allowed. In Evelyn Waugh's novel, Officers and Gentlemen, a woman who is not 
Catholic, had previously left her Catholic husband. Later they meet in a hotel and a 
sort of temporary truce is arranged between them. The husband is overwhelmed and 
wants to make love to his former wife. At first she is touched, then she draws away, 
outraged, accusing him of 'using' her as the only woman allowed to him by his 
priests! In many cases this may be true: many husbands do 'use' their wives, but at 
the same time many women also deceive themselves, for the husband may 
genuinely, if clumsily, be trying to express through sex the love he feels, and which 
he cannot show in other ways.  

Inter-Relation  

 There are, however, more subtle ways in which sexuality in marriage can be 
prevented from having its full influence on the love the couple have for each other. 
One way is to regard it as having no more effect on the couple's relationship than, 
say, a caress, or a kind word, that is to say, it increases their mutual affection and 
regard for each other and ends at that. But in fact, the two traditional ends of 
marriage, that of having children and the "mutual comfort" of the husband and wife, 
are very closely bound up together. Truly Christian marriage cannot be limited to one 
only of these ends if it is to really be the vocation in life of the man and woman 
concerned, that is to say, if it is really the means of their fulfillment or sanctification 
or holiness, and this, after all, is what the sacrament of marriage is all about. People 
who do not look at marriage from this point of view often divide their married lives 
into compartments so that they see having children as quite an external matter, 
having little or nothing to do with their sex life except from a biological point of view. 
"We will have a period of marriage when we are just a couple together, another 
period when we have one or two children, another when we bring them up, and 
another, when we enjoy ourselves together again."  

Creative Aspect  

 However from a Christian point of view, marriage is a sharing in God's creative 
attitude, and with His continuing love and concern for what he has created. You just 
cannot give an account of the full possibilities of the sanctification that marriage 
offers unless you look at these creative aspects of married love shown in the having 
of children and the founding of a family. If young people want to get married before 
they can honestly and conscientiously accept the coming of children, they should be 
aware of the limitations they are putting on their marriage. Having children is 
obviously the completion and fulfillment of sexually expressed love; the couple's love 
for each other naturally leads them to want to be father or mother to the other's 
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children. The freedom, the sense of wonder and fulfillment that this leads to, greatly 
deepens their joy in each other, and their sense of God's love for them.  

 There will no doubt be many times when this great good will have to be weighed 
against other factors, for example, providing for and loving children already born, the 
health or material circumstances of the husband or wife, and so on. And it may be 
that not having children at a particular time, is just as much an act of love, as the 
bearing of them at other times, as long as it is based on a true understanding of what 
is involved.  

Ignorance  

 Another barrier to true sexual love, is sheer lack of knowledge of technique. 
Difficulties in sexual harmony may be helped by outside instruction, and of course, 
both partners should seek help from people competent to help, or by reading 
suitable books, both before and after they are married. It is, however, even more 
important for them to be able to have the emotional security and the vocabulary, for 
that matter, to be able to freely and frankly talk over both their joys and their 
difficulties in their sexual relations together. Most physical or technical difficulties in 
sex ultimately spring from some sort of defect in the couple's general relationship, 
and that is why the ability to communicate on this level is all important. No sense of 
sexual failure or frustration on the part of either the man nor the woman should be 
taken lightly.  

Constant Learning to Love  

 A recent writer sums up all these ideas: "By sexual intercourse is meant the whole 
completed action of making love and it will serve not only to express love but also, 
like all actions of this type, to strengthen and increase the attitude or attitudes that it 
expresses. In an ideal marriage therefore, it has an important spiritual role, in that 
not only is it an act of worship but also helps the growth of charity of which it is the 
expression. In marriages which fall short of the ideal, as of course most do, it will 
more or less approximate to be the ideal and as long as the partners are trying to 
learn to love one another, will be a strong force for good." (Marriage and the Love of 
God, J. Gosling, p. 73) 

 

GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

 As we have seen, the relationship between husband and wife changes greatly 
over the years of their life together. People do not just get married and live happily 
ever after, their outlook frozen into that of a perpetual honeymoon. Actually, the 
honeymoon is often a disappointing episode, partly due to the couple's unreal 
expectations, and partly, because of their sheer lack of knowledge of each other. 
During the first few months, they can often begin the first questioning of their 
preconceived ideas about each other: both want to do things in their own way, both 
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want their marriage to go according to their own plan. Lady Bracknell in Oscar 
Wilde's play "The Importance of Being Ernest" says, "I do not approve of long 
engagements; the couple get to know each other too well." She has got something 
there. Before marriage people cannot talk over the situations they cannot foresee. 
All they can know is that they love each other enough to have common aims, and 
some idea of their goals. However, love depends on understanding, and if they really 
want to know each other better their love will grow and develop with every increase 
in understanding. In fact, the growth of love in marriage depends very little indeed 
on external circumstances, for example, on whether the couple start off in their own 
home, or struggle to rent a furnished room, whether one of them is in poor health or 
both are radiantly well, whether they are living near or far away from their families, 
nor even on how many children they have. Perhaps it would be more precise to say 
that none of these things need affect their love.  

Every Marriage is Unique  

 Every marriage is quite unique, and it is only if the husband and wife want to 
develop their love in their own way, that their marriage will grow and develop. Every 
couple is responsible for what they do with their marriage, but one thing is 
absolutely sure, namely that this growth we are talking about, is not automatic; it will 
not happen with no effort on their part.  

"How many young people there are who say to themselves on leaving the church. 
'We're married at last; we have reached our goal; we have nothing before us but joy.' 
What they do not realise is that this is just the beginning, that they have not reached 
their destination but are just starting out for it. What they do not realise is that in 
order to become really one, they must strive each day to make their marriage what 
they want it to be." (The Christian Response, Michael Quoist, P. 115) 

Knowing Each Other More  

 Some people do not want any more than peaceful co-existence in marriage. This 
in itself takes considerable effort, but how much more effort is needed by those who 
want to achieve real mutual giving, and an authentic loving union with each other. 
No human relationship is even absolutely perfect and complete, and marriage is no 
exception; there is always need for deeper knowledge and fresh discovery. This looks 
as if marriage is just a matter of dogged and unromantic perseverance, in the face of 
obstacles, and it is that way at times.  

Developing a Person  

 Building a marriage is just like building anything else. You have to be practical, you 
have to get down to details, and there is often a lot of donkey work. The difference is 
that developing people is just much more interesting and rewarding than anything 
else. For example, a man may marry a shy unselfconfident woman, and through his 
patience and encouragement he sees her develop into a secure person in her own 
right. The time may even come when she begins to express her own ideas which may 
run counter to his. But if he really loves her he will feel a pride in his own 
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achievement and a delight in having a real and fulfilled person as a partner. A woman 
on the other hand may find that her apparently strong and masculine husband wants 
to act the little boy from time to time, and is afraid to let go. If she tries to 
understand this and accepts it, and tries by all means in her power to cajole and 
encourage him to accept himself, he may develop the real strength of someone who 
does not need to prove anything to anybody.  

As a Person  

 One of the results of true love between married people is precisely this desire to 
encourage and help the fulfillment of each other as people. There is no doubt that 
marriage provides an opportunity to heal wounds left over from childhood. When a 
couple love each other and do not have this almost disinterested creative attitude 
towards each other, they are mixing up other motives with their love. A husband 
may feel he loves his wife, when all he really wants is a decorative hostess to show 
off to his friends. If she acts as an independent person with ideas and tastes that 
differ from his, he is disappointed. Ibsen's Doll's House is a magnificent portrayal of 
this situation.  

 "It may for all I know, be very pleasant being married to a woman who is totally 
absorbed in you, wholly admiring, and not presuming to suggest that she has things 
to offer you on an equal footing. My point is merely first, that there are also 
attractions in being married to an adult, and secondly that this seems better to fit the 
Genesis picture of a woman as a helper similar to man and the Trinitarian model of 
the New Testament." (Marriage and the Love of God, J. Gosling, p. 160)  

 A woman, on the other hand, may want a man to remain obviously her devoted 
slave and possession. So she asks him for favours and constant attention on her, 
whenever they are in company; when he is not about, she will quote his sayings 
about her, so that people are aware of her queenly status all the time. Again, nearly 
all marriages have felt the strain of jealousy from time to time, and a partner who 
can never provoke it in the other, may feel taken for granted and unloved. But when 
this becomes a usual occurrence, the effects on the love between the couple are 
disastrous. A husband who misinterprets his wife's ordinary courtesy or friendliness, 
as interest in other men, or the wife who jumps to the worst conclusions every time 
her husband is late home for dinner, will quickly destroy any seeds of real love.  

Or for Poorer  

 In many instances, the real good of the other may involve personal sacrifice. A 
man may want to take on a more interesting rather than a more lucrative job, but 
does not want to impose financial hardship on his wife. Another man may have to 
give up his objection to his wife having outside interests, because he thinks she can 
have no other fulfillment, but completely ministering to his convenience and wants 
in the house. There are many variations on this theme.  
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Individuals in Partnership  

The mutual independence of people in love begins at the point when they get 
married. They discover new selves. Dominian writing in his book "Christian Marriage" 
says, "This new relationship implies immense care in the ways that their actions, 
ideas, values, motives and behaviour are treated by the other. Love is expressed in 
appropriate recognition of the good present in each other, not in competitive denial 
or destructive criticism. It requires immense love to avoid seizing the quick victory, 
the avoidance of exploitation of each others weaknesses and vulnerable areas, 
relentlessly exposed in the intimacy of the marital relationship." ( Christian Marriage, 
1. Dominian, p. 242.)  

Worse Becomes Better  

 Development of love means then encouraging mutual awareness of the good 
qualities and potentialities in the other person, not only those whose development is 
immediately convenient to the marriage, but those that enhance the man or the 
woman as human beings. Love grows greatly when the small and large stupidities we 
all show, our inadequacies and self deceptions, are not played up or exposed by our 
partners but rather minimised. Thus our efforts to overcome our weaknesses are 
reinforced, so that we develop also, an inner hope in ourselves. It is this sort of love 
that is really "for better or worse", so that in the end even worse becomes better.  

 Though we are not directly dealing with how children are affected by their 
parents' marriage, this is obviously closely bound up with the relationship between 
the parents. As husband and wife develop as people, they will have infinitely more to 
give their children in all spheres, and the children themselves will get the greatest 
gift of all, that of understanding what it is, to love. Married love, then, if it really is 
love, must change and grow. If it does not do this, it must grow weaker, until in the 
end it becomes an illusion to bolster a marriage of convenience.  

 This does not mean that the way love is expressed develops in a straight line, so 
to speak. Rather it changes in quality, so that it does not look the same from the 
outside, and it does not feel the same to the lovers. "Such love, merging the human 
with the divine, leads the spouses to a free and nuptual gift of themselves, a gift 
proving itself by gentle affection and by deed. Such love pervades the whole of their 
lives. Indeed by its generous activity it grows greater." (Documents of Vatican 11, 
par. 253.)  

Happiness is Based on Newness  

 Looking back, it often seems to married people that their early relationship was 
unreal – it existed in a sort of dream world. They were very aware of their physical 
and emotional happiness. But a lot of their happiness was based on the newness of it 
all, doing everything together for the first time. Actually, they can at this level remain 
very selfish – very untouched by the love that will later transform them. However, it 
is a time of discovery which ought to lead to deep joy.  
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Obstacles, Challenges 

 Later on, the real world breaks in, faults in the other, perhaps forgotten or never 
really understood, become apparent, but the couple are not usually yet at the stage 
of being able to adapt themselves. In fact, they feel let down if the partner does not 
adapt to them. Both are looking for what they can get out of marriage, rather than 
what they can give to it. Sex becomes either a duty, or a one way desire for pleasure. 
Perhaps they have a child or children, and their demands, or else the fear of another 
pregnancy, leads to tension. There is little spiritual unity: "I will love you if you love 
me first", is the typical attitude.  

Acceptance of the Other Person 

 Some marriages never get beyond this stage. The partners may learn to live 
together or they may drift apart, but there is not yet any sense of really being 
responsible for one another. However, they get through all this and if both still really 
love one another, they realise that they must accept the other for the person he or 
she is, as God made them, as they have made themselves. They come to realise they 
need each other. It is no longer a question of "falling in love" but choosing to love, to 
complement or complete each other. It is tragic to hear people say, "I realised I had 
made a mistake about him or her, a year or a few years after we were married", as if 
being in love was something that happened to them, rather than something they 
chose to do. When this deeper and more authentic love develops, (piecemeal of 
course, like all human growth), there is a realisation of real peace and contentment, 
a desire to give oneself to, and really know the other. All the old stumbling blocks 
and troubles now seem trivial and the solutions to them can be jointly worked out. 
Both suffering and joy tend to unite the couple more. Individual actions and gestures 
are not isolated from the whole context of their lives and judged as such. No married 
love is complete of course, so there is always some way of it becoming more perfect. 
A truly deep love between a man and a woman never loses this sense of discovery 
and hope.  

 

COMMUNICATION 

 
 Growth in love and growth in understanding are complicated things involving a very 
wide range of factors. However the basic condition of all growth in married love is 
that the couple know each other, or at least be prepared to find out what sort of a 
person their partner is. We call this process of getting-to-know "communication", 
and true communication has to be a two-way process – a conversation or dialogue, 
not a monologue. As one writer puts it: "Intelligent learning or listening is probably 
the hardest thing any of us learn to do. The reason is of course fear. We've all been 
hurt by conversation in the past, and we are afraid of being hurt again, so we pick up 
a habit of listening defensively when someone is talking to us, about ourselves, and 
our guard goes up immediately. We're not listening to find out about ourselves, or 
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even to find out about the other person. Instead we pick apart what he says, 
consciously and unconsciously protecting ourselves, and trying to find something 
with which to strike back at him, if it becomes necessary." (J. Will, Urban Steinmetz, 
Ave Maria, April 6, 1969, p. 20.)  

 In America, there is great emphasis in schools and universities, on the art of 
communication, being able to express one's thoughts and to put one's ideas into 
words. But being able to talk about impressions, and being able to describe 
situations, is only a small part of the kind of communication we are talking about 
here. This sort of impersonal verbalization can actually hide a lack of real desire to 
know each other, or to listen, and can be an escape from a true personal encounter.  

 When they first meet, a young man and a young woman may be under the 
impression that they have a great deal in common, and that therefore they will 
always have a lot to talk about. Surveys show that the vast majority of people select 
partners from the same ethnic, social, educational and religious background, and are 
closely matched for age and intelligence. This means that conversation flows easily 
during courtship and marriage. So in the early phases of love the couple can talk, and 
to a certain degree, find out about each other.  

Facing Difficulties  

 But as the knowing process goes deeper, sensitive areas in their personalities are 
uncovered and one or both may withdraw or shy clear every time they look like 
touching upon them, unless they have the courage and trust to really talk out their 
difficulties.  

Nothing in Common  

 Besides this kind of inner insecurity and unease, many other things can prevent a 
genuine exchange. For instance, both husband and wife may be too limited in their 
interests. They may be so immersed in their own immediate environment, the wife in 
her household, the husband in his work and weekend sport that there is nothing 
much for them to say to each other except, "Will you take the dry cleaning today?", 
"Don't forget to send a birthday card to Aunt Agatha", or "Johnny needs some new 
shoes". There is simply nothing that in itself interests them enough to be a subject of 
mutual discussion. The only thing that relieves their sheer boredom with each other 
is the T.V. Other couples are so tremendously busy that they become business 
associates rather than married partners. They may have a large family or business 
together and work side by side for years on end, without really knowing what each 
other is thinking about at all.  

Being Taken for Granted  

 There are some couples of course, so much in love that they want to share all 
their thoughts and feelings, and as they get to know each other more, their 
communication becomes more complete and continuous and their love deepens 
even more. But far more often, couples take their love and their life together for 
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granted, and only discover in a time of crisis that they are really out of touch with 
each other.  

Facing Reality  

 It can happen too that one partner imagines his love is perfect and complete. The 
other lacking words and opportunity, fits in with this for a time. Then, breaking point 
comes and the confident and self-centered lover is aghast to find that he has never 
really known his partner. All of us know of husbands and wives who have suddenly 
run away from marriage by leaving home, or by retreating into physical and mental 
illness, after many years of apparent happiness. Men and women can play many 
unreal roles in relation to one another, and disaster inevitably ensues. But when 
genuine feelings can be expressed and accepted with good will, which in turn 
requires conscious effort, this need never happen.  

Overcoming Barriers  

 There is a practice used by the members of the marriage movement, the Teams of 
Our Lady, which aims at overcoming this invisible wall that can develop between a 
couple. Some people would find it too calculated and perhaps lacking in spontaneity, 
but is worth describing in detail here, as it illustrates one kind of conscious effort 
which can be made. It can of course be adapted to suit each couple, in fact it must 
be, if it is to mean anything at all to them. Once a month, the couple set aside a 
definite time to be together, and they take this arrangement just as seriously as any 
engagement they may have. The first inspiration for this plan came from the 
following text of St. Luke.  

"And indeed, which of you here, intending to build a tower, would not first sit 
down and work out the cost, to see if he had enough to complete it? Otherwise if he 
laid the foundation and then found himself unable to finish the work, the onlookers 
would all start making fun of him and saying 'there is a man who started to build and 
was unable to finish'. Or again, what king, marching to war against another king, 
would not first sit down and consider whether with ten thousand men he could stand 
up to the other who advanced against him with twenty thousand? If not, then, when 
the other king was still a long way off, he would send envoys to sue for peace." (Luke 
14:28-32.)  

Sitting Down 

So also, when a man and a woman want to reach the very goal of their married 
love – union between husband and wife – they have to have some self-awareness 
about each other and the present state of their relationship. They literally have to sit 
down together and find out what is happening in their life together. (This rarely 
occurs in the course of an ordinary conversation however pleasant and desirable this 
is). In this sort of encounter, you have to consider the material and spiritual 
resources of your marriage and how you can use them, how each one of you feels 
about your way of life in general, and what difficulties you have. This should help to 
find out what you really want to achieve and the practical steps you have to take to 
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this end. Setting aside a particular time to do this when interruptions are at a 
minimum, gives the couple some hope of taking their time and saying what they 
really think, rather than the hasty and hurtful words that a crisis or sudden 
frustration forces out of them. For example, a husband might wound his wife by 
laughing at her choice of clothes. Later she may see his preoccupation with her 
appearance, as oblique appreciation and pride in her. Even if cause for hurt still 
remains, calm discussion later, may lead to relief on her side, and more 
understanding and insight on his.  

 Again personal intrusions or resentments that are unexpressed for a long time, 
may lead to a real wall of silence that is really inimical to love.  

Matters of Mutual Concern  

 This set period together should be in no sense, a mutual examination of each 
others conscience, only things which concern them both as a couple, are suitable 
matters to discuss. A real misuse of this time, for example, would be where an over-
scrupulous person hashed over his personal faults and failings. What you decide on 
during these occasions should strengthen and renew your life together, and make 
your love more outgoing. But to achieve this takes a great deal of straight-
forwardness, honesty and courage, to face the cause of mutual troubles.  

Really Communicating to Each Other  

 Such a calculated sort of discussion may not appeal to many people in love who 
feel great confidence in each other, and consider that their spontaneous discussions 
together do really provide genuine communication. But it is amazing when both 
partners are busy and under great pressure, how long a time can slip past without 
any real beneath-the-surface conversation. Routine, the needs of children, outside 
demands, more and more restrict the time they can actually spend talking 
unhurriedly and seriously together. In most marriages, no matter how deep the tie, it 
takes deliberate effort to really communicate on this level.  

Achieving Real Exchange 

 This sitting down is only a rather formal way of making sure that some real 
exchange takes place. This is the important thing, and the way we achieve it is 
relatively unimportant. It is in only such exchanges that we learn who our partner 
really is, and why he is like that, what sort of things delight and appall him, what he 
likes and what hurts him. And in this process we come to ask questions of ourselves 
too. Who am 1, and how did I come to be like this? Am I really very different from 
the image I have of myself? Am I loved for qualities I know nothing of? It may seem 
strange, but in occasional circumstances, conversation and talking about things can 
actually block genuine communication. We can verbalise too much. We think 
because we talk about a problem, that we are facing up to it and coping, but it is 
possible to talk endlessly about something to avoid real action. Conversation will be 
fruitful only if it is a genuine move to get in touch with the other person – to 
understand and know them, and to share their lives.  
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Deeds  

 A great deal of communication may in fact be unspoken. Thoughtfulness and 
consideration in actions is a very real way of expressing love. What a person does, is 
very often a better indication of the sort of person he is, and what he really wants, 
than what he says, even to himself. But if no explanation is ever given, the other 
partner may get a distorted view. For example, a husband can come home at night 
and go around picking up toys and putting the house to rights before he even greets 
his wife. From his point of view, he is showing his sympathy and cooperation by 
helping get things under control. The wife on the other hand, feels he is critical of the 
fact that she has not managed well, and would feel much better if he sought her out, 
kissed her and asked her about the day's happenings. When he gets around to this, 
he in his turn, is hurt that his wife is unappreciative, offhand or even complaining, in 
a self-justifying way, about her difficulties. Another classic situation is when the wife 
has to remind her husband of their anniversary on the night before or even on the 
very day. To her, he would have remembered if he thought it important. To him, his 
regular mowing of the lawn and his help in the house, is sufficient proof of his love, 
and the hastily bought flowers are a bonus, that unfortunately are not as appreciated 
as he expected.  

 These perhaps are unspoken gestures of love that are not very basic; there are 
many more serious ones. For example, a wife who will leave her country and family 
to go with her husband to a job on the other side of the world, or a husband who 
helps his wife patiently through a long mental illness, are expressing love too deep 
for words.  

Gestures of Affection  

 The most direct unspoken exchanges of love, however, are the caresses that a 
man and a woman exchange in their day-to-day life - not the caresses that form the 
prelude to sexual intercourse, important as they are, but the spontaneous gestures 
of affection expressing the couple's delight in being physically near to each other, 
and that symbolize the security of their love. Here, much less than in the spoken 
word, is there room for play acting or role playing. A man or a woman can quickly 
sense in a caress, any reticence in their partner, perhaps before the partner himself 
is aware of it. An embrace which is not perfunctory means, firstly, acceptance. This is 
something we know from childhood. In fact, a lot of these physical signs of affection 
go so far back in our memories they seem almost instinctive. That is why it is very 
much more difficult, for a person who has been deprived of caresses in infancy to 
express his love on any plane at all, verbal or otherwise, because caresses are so tied 
up in our experience, with the language of love. Physical contact conveys warmth, 
peace and a sense of solidarity: it conveys the idea of concentrating on the other, 
intense awareness of the other in the midst of many other attractions. Even a touch 
of the hand in a crowd means this. There is also a sense of lightheartedness, or 
happiness, in love-play and caresses. Just like a child's game, they are done for their 
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own sake, not as a means to any other end – they are a moment of shared delight. To 
regard them as a waste of time, or fooling about, is to miss their essential quality.  

Really Living  

 Paul Klee, the great painter whose whimsical imagination has much to teach us 
about inner awareness, joy and relaxation, once said that a good painting should be 
"a holiday, a change of atmosphere and a point of view, a transfer to another world 
which presents a diverting spectacle so that they may return to everyday life with 
renewed vitality". This could equally be said about the happy and light-hearted play 
between a husband and wife. In one sense it is unserious; but in another sense it 
makes all the difference between mere co-existence and really living together. 
Deprived of this spirit, marriage becomes just an arrangement for the mutual 
convenience of two individuals. Even when caresses do lead on to full sexual 
expression, they are still far more than a means to an end. They signify in themselves 
that this sexual act is something which expresses the couple's involvement in the 
whole of their life together.  

Conscious Effort  

Sometimes there is a sudden and spontaneous breakthrough with two people in 
love; but mostly it is a case of making oneself aware; actively and painstakingly trying 
to seek and understand. We all have, at times, to overcome our own inertia and 
laziness, to do this. Even more importantly we must realise that we cannot wait for 
our partner to make the first move. The only person you can change after all is 
yourself, so this is where any person who wants to deepen his or her love 
relationship, must start. We often act as if all the obligations were on the side of the 
other: "If only he would tell me what he thinks", "If only she would listen to what I 
say." We have to unlearn old habits, as well as learn new ones, all the time, in this 
process of mutual discovery.  

 Like all personal relationships, married love means hard and constant work and 
cultivation, if it is to grow. And unless it is growing it is no longer fully alive, just as a 
tree that stops growing has the seeds of death in it. But if married love is hard work it 
is also the most enriching and ennobling and fulfilling and delightful relationship 
known to man and woman.  

  

MARRIED LOVE FOR A CHRISTIAN 

 
 As Christians, we may well ask why we have this one-to-one relationship between 
the sexes in marriage, when in an other aspects of Christ's love, we are supposed to 
have such wide horizons. We are told not to be exclusive, to love everybody, in fact, 
to be particularly careful not just love our friends, but our enemies too. We are urged 
to make a greater effort where we feel no natural inclination to be charitable, for 
instance, towards the poor and the afflicted who make demands on us, towards 
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those we dislike and who would do us harm if they could. This one-man, one-woman 
relationship seems to be completely contrary to Christ's idea, for in marriage we are 
supposed to love one person in a way that excludes everybody else, and that person 
is one we are already naturally inclined to love, one of whom we can be sure will love 
us in return.  

 Another unique aspect about this married relationship, is that it is the sole means 
we have for expressing our sexuality in a physical way. Other instincts such as hunger 
and thirst can be satisfied freely and independently with restrictions only on 
excesses. If sexuality were just a biological instinct it could be satisfied in the same 
way. The fact that it can only be properly fulfilled in marriage shows us something of 
its enormous human significance; for sexuality is meant to establish a lasting and 
irrevocable union between A man and a woman.  

 From the origins of Christian tradition, the monogamous couple has been the 
ideal. We get this strongly even in the Old Testament, although circumstances, so we 
are told, forced mitigations of this rule. However, as we know, Our Lord deliberately 
excluded these in His new covenant.  

The Gift of Oneself 

 The author of Genesis writing in an age when polygamy was legal, made this very 
clear. Grelot commenting on this says: "It could not be more clearly stated that here 
he has a mate of his own kind (Gen. 2: 18) He is to cling to her so that they become 
"one flesh" (2:24) the sexual union is thus to be an expression of a more profound 
union involving every fibre of their being. The exclamation attributed to the man on 
this occasion (2:23) conveys perfectly his enthusiastic and loving response to the 
joyful discovery of a soulmate." (Man and Wife in Scripture, Grelot, p. 35). "In true 
married love, the gift of oneself is whole and entire, and this complete giving over of 
oneself to another, includes the human sexuality unique to each. This sort of bond 
then means a kind of trust between a man and a woman that would be completely 
precluded by a more temporary relationship.  

Complete and Permanent 

 Married love then, with its mutual fulfilling, or complementarity, must be 
permanent. It is not a partial tie nor can it develop its potential for the partners in a 
temporary setting. Being faithful to one's partner, does not only mean avoiding 
sexual intercourse outside marriage; it is rather the expression of the desire to 
maintain the relationship of mutual giving and growth in love that marriage is. This 
makes any outside sexual relationship not only unthinkable, but quite superfluous. 
And it is the building up this sort of loving relationship, that Christian marriage must 
have as its goal.  

 After all, if each one supplying what the other lacks, or learning to do so, both the 
mail and woman become in a sense more alive. The story in Genesis mentioned 
earlier illustrates this dramatically. Woman is made out of a part of man, and it is 
only by being united to her in marriage, that he can be reunited to his own true self. 
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Similarly, the wife has not just to develop to the full in specifically womanly qualities 
(what ever these may be); rather each develops by sharing the other's qualities. It is 
often said, that a woman is the more sensitive one, and a man the more active and 
confident partner, in a marriage.  

 As Gosling says, "the correct view of complementarity would surely be that men 
help their wives develop the confidence and sense of responsibility they lack, and 
wives their husband to acquire the sensitivity and attention to individuals in which 
they in turn are deficient. This suggests not that each partner is just to augment the 
characteristics of his or her sex, but that each is to grow up by acquiring what the 
other supplies. " (Marriage and the Love of God, J. Gosling, p. 152 

Mutual Enrichment  
    This work of mutual enrichment is no doubt never finally completed, but a 
marriage approximates to this ideal, according to how perfect the love is. An 
impersonal marriage, or a casual sex liaison, can never achieve this, and it inevitably 
leaves the partners basically discontented and unhappy. A true love relationship 
always contains a promise of something too great almost to hope for, something 
beyond itself. Even in a period of aridity or discontent, there remains a firm hope. 
And it is this creative and hopeful aspect which makes this fixed bond between two 
people, basic to the generation not only the other's personal life but of the new life 
represented by children. Love begets love. The birth of a child is the natural 
fulfillment of sexuality between two people in love, and the desire to reproduce the 
other loved person in miniature, so to speak.  

From Natural to Spiritual Fecundity 

 Couples then who have children in order to have someone to leave their money 
to, or to spend it on now, or to look after them in their old age, or to compete with 
their relatives or neighbours, are missing the whole point of the exercise. Anybody 
who has heard Barry Humphreys in his sketch "The Battler" will know what this, 
situation, writ large, can mean. But whether there are children of the marriage or 
not, a couple whose love has developed in this way, will want to express their love 
outwardly in some form of giving of themselves. Natural fecundity will lead to 
spiritual and personal fecundity.  

 We can approach these truths in another way, by considering why marriage is a 
sacrament. The Constitution on the Church says, "Christian spouses in virtue of the 
sacrament of matrimony signify and partake of the mystery of that unity and fruitful 
love which exists between Christ and the Church". (Documents of Vatican 11, pp. 28-
29.)  

Mutual Giving  

 A sacrament is a sign. The sign in marriage is the ceremony when the couple 
bestow themselves and accept each other – this irrevocable personal consent 
mentioned in the first section.  
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 But this sign or sacrament does not stop here. For every time husband and wife 
use the words "I love you", this is a sign; so also are all the acts of consideration and 
kindness which both express, and by means of which they build up the love we have 
been talking about. But is also much more than this, because it is living out the 
sacrament we have received, involving Christ in our lives, taking him at his word, and 
in turn becoming a channel of grace for each other.  

We can see how this works out on a practical plane. First, in a marriage where real 
love still exists there is always a tendency to put the other person's desires first. Even 
if the other's desires are not so good, there is a basic element of generosity and 
willingness to consider them. Then in a sacramental marriage, where both partners 
have faith in God and in each other, there is solidarity and mutual support in 
temptation, and each will try to bring each venture or initiative in their marriage into 
some sort of Christian perspective. If, for instance, they are both very involved in 
money-making, and if one or both finds keeping-up-with-the-Jones too important a 
factor in their life, one or the other will feel uneasy enough about the situation, to 
call a halt and to reconsider this threat to their married love and Christian living.  

Discovering God through your Partner  

 The way we learn to know and love our partner, is analogous to, and deeply 
connected with, the way we learn to know and love God. Each partner has to give up 
his or her fixed idea of what they want the other to be, and be willing to learn by 
understanding and close attention, who the other really is. They will rejoice where 
their love brings them personal happiness and joy, but they will not deliberately seek 
it in a direct way. A headlong search for happiness makes it recede, like a mirage in a 
desert. So when we think we love God, we find it easy enough to tell him what we 
want for ourselves, and to have our own fixed ideas about our role in life. We find it 
much harder to do what God wants and work out our vocation step by step, so that 
joy and fulfillment catch us by surprise, almost where we least expected them. All 
the virtues and the style of life a Christian, should try to achieve, also of course, 
directly foster the love of a couple. Courtesy, patience, consideration enthusiasm, 
appreciation, self-control, honesty, simplicity, ready-forgiveness and the rest all have 
their place in marriage. Goodness knows there are plenty of opportunities to practise 
these virtues when the lives of two people are intimately bound together.  

 Perhaps we get the greatest insight of all into the sacramental aspect of married 
love, when we consider the symbolism of the union of God and Israel in the Old 
Testament, and the union of Christ and the Church in the New Testament.  

A Mysterious Intimacy 

 Here in marriage we have a permanent loving union, when people show 
themselves to each other, as they really are. Here in mysterious intimacy, Christ is 
totally joined to his Church. This union is not conditional on either partner doing 
something, or being something in order to be loved. A married couple do not assume 
roles with regard to each other: they are not loved for what they have done, or can 
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do. They share their lives, they fulfil each other, just as Christ shares His life with 
those who love Him and allows the suffering of those members of His Body, to fill up 
or complement what is wanting in His own suffering. Christ suffers for His Church 
and the Church suffers for Christ, this binds her to him just as periods of worry and 
grief, will bind together men and women in love.  

Christ's sufferings also redeem the Church, and we can see on a human plane, the 
same sort of redemptive love with a husband or wife who has loved and suffered 
through the unfaithfulness of the other partner, but who now only wants that other 
to return. This marriage is renewed in a still deeper way.  

Sharing Christ's Redemptive Quality 

 Even the small acts of faithlessness, selfishness and manipulation of the other, 
which occurs in all marriages, can be forgiven and healed in each one, by the other. 
In fact their love has this redemptive quality of Christ's love for the Church. If a 
marriage is a true one, it would be hard to imagine that one partner could be "saved" 
without the other. Again, implicit in the union of Christ and the Church there is an 
atmosphere of joyful possession and hopeful expectation, and this too is one of the 
ways in which the Sacrament enriches a really loving marriage, for a true marriage is 
both joyful and hopeful.  

Lastly there is the grace of creativity. As Christ is the Word, the Son of God made 
Man who sends his Spirit to the people of God making us his sons too, so the love of 
a married couple finds fulfillment in the creation of children. As we put it before the 
love between husband and wife, begets a new love between themselves and their 
children.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 As we have seen, the relationship between married people can often be close to 
indifference, husband and wife each living their own life. Their married life, in fact, 
may be one of many forms of mutual convenience. Or it may even be fraught with 
frustrations, resentment and disappointment. Or worse; it may be the sort of 
distortion of love where one or both partners want to possess the other like a 
material object, and to manipulate the other to fulfil their own psychological needs.  

 But if there is even a spark of real love, it can be cultivated and made to grow, 
and to have meaning in their life. And as their love grows, the man and woman 
become more clear-sighted, more honest, more willing to accept themselves and 
their partners as the people they really are. In short, their love becomes truly 
creative so that they attain the status and dignity God intended for them, and in their 
love for each other, they can in glimpses see beyond the here-and-now to a regained 
paradise.  

******************************** 


