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Marriage and the Theology of the Body 

1. Introduction

Vatican II stated that the human person is “the only creature on earth that God has willed for its own sake.”
 As such, we are called to share in God’s own life. In the very first paragraph of the CCC we read: 

“God, infinitely perfect and blessed in himself, in a plan of sheer goodness freely created man to make him share in his own blessed life…In his Son and through him, he invites men to become, in the Holy Spirit, his adopted children and thus heirs of his blessed life.” (CCC, 1)

Being called to live with God for ever, man is called to love. In reference to this, Pope John Paul II says: 

“Man cannot live without love. He remains a being that is incomprehensible for himself, his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to him, if he does not encounter love, if he does not experience it and make it his own, if he does not participate intimately in it.”

(Pope John Paul II, Redemptor Hominis, n. 10)

In an address to the last general meeting of the Second Vatican Council on December 7, 1965, Pope Paul VI, after referring to how God has been immeasurably good to us and how love and reverence for him should “be at the apex of all human activity,” went on to refer to a clash between Catholicism and secular or atheistic humanism by saying: 

“The religion of the God who became man has met the religion (for such it is) of man who makes himself God.”


Atheistic humanism seeks to liberate human consciousness from all dependence God and is predicated on relativistic moral perceptions. Here, decisive values are regarded as prosperity, pleasure and efficiency, together with an exaggerated emphasis on individual autonomy.  

God desires “all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth,” for the purpose of which he established the Catholic Church as “the pillar and bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4, 3:3). While the Church’s teaching on marriage and the sanctity of human life provides a gateway to a life that is ennobling and fulfilling, and while it is conducive to the advancement of the common good, in secular and consumerist society however, it is regarded with hostility.  This conflict is ultimately between two irreconcilable anthropologies: one secular and atheistic where at best the human being is regarded as an educated ape; the other predicated on an understanding of the human being as someone created in the image of an all loving and wise Creator God. 

Pope John Paul II has stated that we will “fall headlong into the abyss” unless we rediscover the sacred value of every human life.
 On another occasion, in speaking of the secularist challenge to the Church’s teaching on marriage, the Holy Father said: 

“When the truth and meaning of sexuality is undermined by a secularised mentality, the Church must increasingly teach and uphold God’s wise and loving plan for conjugal love. When ‘social life ventures onto the shifting sands of complete relativism’ (Evangelium vitae, n. 20), the moral and spiritual care of the family is a challenge which cannot be ignored: it practically defines the Church’s pastoral mission.” 

(Pope John Paul II, L’Osservatore Romano, 19/2/97) 

Like Christ who did not come into the world to condemn it but to save it(cf. Jn 3:17); so too does the Church exist to serve the world by pointing out the path it must travel on the way of salvation. To overcome the forces generating the culture of death, the truth about marriage has to be proclaimed. In Evangelium Vitae, Pope John Paul II stressed this point when he said: 

 “It is an illusion to think we can build a true culture of human life if we do not…accept and experience sexuality and love and the whole of life according to their true meaning and their close inter-connection.” 

(Pope John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae,. 97)

As the Jews were about to enter the Promised Land, Moses said to them: “I set before you life or death, blessing or curse. Choose life, then, so that you and your descendants may live, in the love of Yahweh your God, obeying his voice, clinging to him, for in this your life consists.” (Deut. 30: 19-20). 

To “choose life,” we have to embrace the full truth about marriage and its relationship to human procreation. We must not let our hearts become “hardened” in regard to this: “What God has united, man must not divide” (Mt 19:6). 

Pope John Paul II has done the Church and humanity a great service by rearticulating in a most persuasive manner the Church’s teaching on the dignity and holiness of marital love. Titled Theology of the Body, this corpus of papal teaching shows once again how the Gospel of Christ is truly “Good News” for all of humanity, including married couples. 

Pope John Paul II developed his Theology of the Body during his Wednesday audience from September 1979 to November 1984. The Pope’s addresses were published in bookform by Pauline Books & Media (Boston) under the title Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. For the rest of this paper, whenever I refer to the Pope’s teaching contained in this book, I will do so simply  as TOB.

Though focusing primarily on sexuality and marriage, Pope John Paul II in referring to the scope of his Theology of the Body says that it affords “the rediscovery of the meaning of the whole of existence, the meaning of life” (TOB 168). 

2. The Dignity of the Human Person

God of Love, Life and Truth

The dignity of man is rooted in his being created in the image of God: “God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). Being made in the image of God, the human person is, says the Catechism of the Catholic Church, "capable of self-knowledge, of self-possession and of freely giving himself and entering into communion with other persons.”

In Christ, it has been revealed that “God is Love” (1 Jn 4:9). Through the incarnation and paschal mystery of the Eternal Son, God has given the definitive expression of his love for us: “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins…We love because he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:10, 19). 

The God who is “Love” is also the God of “Life”. St John presents Jesus as the eternal Word of God who transmits life: “He was in the beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him was nothing made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men…I came that they may have life, and have it to the full” (Jn 1:2-4, 10:10). Also, in the Creed we profess the Holy Spirit  to be the “Lord  and Giver of Life.”

In  Evangelium Vitae (Gospel of Life), Pope John Paul II summoned us to raise up our hearts in praise of the “God of Life” when he said: “To celebrate the Gospel of life means to celebrate the God of life, the God who gives life.” Having said this, the Holy Father added: 

“This Divine Life, which is above every other life, gives and preserves life...To men, beings made of spirit and matter, Life grants life...it is the Principle of life, the Cause and sole Wellspring of life. Every living thing must contemplate it and give it praise”.

As well as being the source of love and life, God is also the source of truth. After saying that the “Old Testament attests that God is the source of all truth,” the CCC adds: “His Word is truth. His Law is Truth…Since God is ‘true,’ all members of his people are called to live in the truth.”
  

Belonging as it does by nature to God, truth has being made manifest in Jesus Christ. “Full of grace and truth,” he is “the truth,” and as such he is “the light of the world” (Jn 1:14, 8:12, cf. 14:6). He testified that he had come into the world “to bear witness to the truth,” adding that all “who are of the truth hears my voice” (Jn 18:37). To follow Jesus is to live by “the Spirit of truth,” whom the Father sends in his name and who leads “into all the truth” (Jn 16:13).  It is only by living in and for the truth that we become truly free: “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free" (Jn 8:32). In biblical terms, to “know” means to love. 

In creating us in his own image, God gifted us with intellect and freedom so that we could come to know the truth and freely choose to live in it. As such, we are constituted by God in a position of superiority to the rest of the universe. Speaking of this, Vatican II says: “Man is right to consider himself superior to the rest of the universe because of his intellect which makes him a sharer in the light of God’s mind.”
 Being so constituted, human beings “have inherent in their nature a moral obligation to seek the truth, to adhere to the truth and to make the whole of their lives respond to truth’s demands.”
 

3. Marriage in God’s Plan

Being made in the image of God, we are called to love by living in the truth and serving life. This aspect of the human vocation has particular application to married couples. Speaking of marriage as a union of life and love instituted by God, Vatican II said: 

“The intimate community of life and love which constitutes the married state has been established by the Creator and endowed by him with its own proper laws…God himself is the author of marriage.”
 

In saying that “the vocation to marriage is written in the very nature of man and woman as they came from the hand of the Creator,” the CCC adds that “some sense of the greatness of the matrimonial union exists in all cultures.”
 

Since God is “the author of marriage,” which he has endowed with “its own proper laws,” then it is not an institution that can be subjected to arbitrary manipulation by individuals or society. The moral laws regarding it are the same for all people in all places at all times. These moral principles arise directly from the Wisdom of God the Creator, hence they express and protect the dignity of the human person. 

4. Humanae Vitae 

Marriage as a Union of Love and Life
In 1968, Pope Paul VI issued an encyclical titled Humanae Vitae (Of Human Life) which was a positive expression of marital morality “in the light of an integral vision of man and of his vocation, not only his natural and earthly, but also his supernatural and eternal vocation.”
 

Referring in Humanae Vitae (HV) to the origin of marriage in God’s Wisdom and Love, Pope Paul VI said: “Conjugal love reveals its true nature and nobility when it is considered in its supreme origin, God, Who is Love (cf. 1 Jn 4:8).”
 He added: “Marriage is not, then, the effect of chance or the product of evolution of unconscious natural forces; it is the wise institution of the Creator to realise in mankind His design of love.”
 By living out their commitment according to God’s design for matrimony, a married couple contribute to each other’s  fulfilment and perfection. 

In HV, Pope Paul VI stressed that on entering marriage a couple are called to a love that is “total”, ie. to a form of personal friendship “in which husband and wife generously share everything, without undue reservations or selfish calculations”.
 In saying this, Pope Paul VI pointed out that the nature of the commitment made in marriage is one whereby the spouses offer themselves as a gift to each other. Whoever “truly loves his marriage partner,” added Pope Paul VI, “loves not only for what he receives, but for the partner’s self, rejoicing that he can enrich his partner with the gift of himself.”
 Finally, in relation to this aspect of marriage whereby the couple bind themselves together in a union of love, which in HV is referred to as the unitive meaning of marriage, Pope Paul VI recalled that this love must be “faithful and exclusive until death”.

In turning his attention to the other aspect of marriage which in HV is referred to as its procreative meaning, Pope Paul VI said: “Marital love is creative of life, for it is not exhausted by the communion between husband and wife, but is destined to continue raising up new lives.”
 In thus highlighting the procreative meaning of marriage, Pope Paul VI recalled the teaching of Vatican II which said: 

“Marriage and married love are by their nature ordained to the procreation and education of children. Children are really the supreme gift of marriage and contribute very substantially to the welfare of their parents.”
 

After stating in HV that marital love had a procreative as well as unitive meaning, Pope Paul VI went on to teach that these two meanings of marriage have been inscribed by God the Creator in the structure of the marital act itself. In harmony with this truth, Pope Paul VI reaffirmed the constant teaching of the Church that “each and every marriage act must remain open to the transmission of life.”
 

In stating that each and every marital act must remain open to the transmission of life, Pope Paul VI did so the grounds that there exists an “inseparable connection, willed by God and unable to be broken by man on his own initiative, between the two meanings of the conjugal act: the unitive and the procreative”.
 Consequently, excluded as a means of birth regulation, said Pope Paul VI, is procured abortion and direct sterilisation, as well as all forms of contraception: ie. “every action which, either in anticipation of the marital act, or in its performance, or in the development of its natural consequences, intends whether as an end or as a means, to render procreation impossible”.
 At the same time, Pope Paul VI confirmed the moral rectitude of recourse for serious reasons to natural family planning as a means of birth regulation.
 

Regarding the dignity of marriage as a vocation to cooperate with God in bringing new human life into existence, Vatican II stated: “true married love and the whole structure of family life which results from it is directed towards disposing the spouses to cooperate valiantly with the love of the Creator and Saviour, who through them will increase and enrich his family from day to day.”
 The Council added: 

“God himself said: ‘It is not good that man should be alone’ (Gen. 1:28), and ‘from the beginning he made them male and female’ (Mt 19:4); wishing to associate them in a special way with his own creative work, God blessed man and woman with the words: ‘Be fruitful and multiply’(Gen 1:28).”
 
5. Original Man: ‘In the Beginning’

In his Theology of the Body, Pope John Paul II set out to express the doctrine of Humanae Vitae in more personalist terms and  to underpin it with an appropriate and biblical anthropology. 

In setting forth the truth about God’s plan for marriage and human existence when he created man as “male and female,” Pope John Paul II turns to the Gospels and the reply of Jesus to a question posed to him by the Pharisees regarding the moral rectitude of regulations pertaining to divorce that had been passed down from the time of Moses. 

“Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason.?" "Haven't you read," he replied, "that at the beginning the Creator 'made them male and female,' and said, 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh' ? So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate." Why then," they asked, "did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?" Jesus replied, "Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning” (Mt 19:3-8)

Jesus proclaims the indissolubility of marriage with reference to how it was “in the beginning,” ie. in continuity with the order of creation. By responding in this way to the question about divorce, Jesus is making a clear reference to the relative words in the Book of Genesis with which the Pharisees are familiar (cf. TOB, 26). In so doing, he is giving a normative value to what is revealed there about the origin and nature of marriage. Consequently, Pope John Paul II can refer to the first few chapters of Genesis as revealing the “beatifying beginning of the existence of man as male and female in the whole truth of their body and their sex” (TOB, 61). The Holy Father adds that this account of the “beginning” belongs to an “adequate anthropology” which brings us to the subject of “the person” and the subject of the “body-sex” (TOB, 61).

TOB is a profound biblical reflection on the three dimensions of man’s existence, ie. Original Man, Historical Man and Eschatological Man. On the basis of such a biblical anthropology, the Holy Father rearticulated in Catholic teaching on marital morality so as to illustrate the bodily nature of the marital act is intended to be expressive of the total self-giving of the spouses one to the other.

IN TOB, John Paul II focuses on three experiences of original man: original solitude, iriginal unity, and original nakedness.

Original Solitude

Pope John Paul II starts his reflection on original man by reflecting on the words of Genesis that say: 

“It is not good that man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him” (Gen 2:18). 

Pope John Paul II says that these words of Genesis have two meanings. The first is that in the material world man alone is “person” in that is made in the image of God. 

Each human person has being created by God with his or her own personal dignity. By naming the animals, tilling the earth, conversing with God, man shows that he is different and superior to the animals and the rest of the material world. Through his self consciousness, man becomes aware of his bodily-spiritual nature. Adam can consciously choose how to act.

Of particular significance is the fact that man is created capable of receiving God’s self-revelation. In reference to this, Vatican II says:

“The dignity of man rests above all on the fact that he is called to communion with God. The invitation to converse with God is addressed to man as soon as he comes into being. For if man exists, it is because God has created him through love; and through love continues to hold him in existence. He cannot live fully according to truth unless he freely acknowledges that love and entrusts himself to his creator” (Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, 19; CCC, 27)

The animals, who do not have spiritual souls, are not capable of choosing between good and evil, they cannot sin. But man can. Hence, it is only to man that God addresses the command that he is not to eat of the tree of good and evil. Man is called to love, and as such men and women are the only creatures in the visible world who can disobey God. In speaking of how man from “the beginning” was created to be “partner of the Absolute,” Pope John Paul II adds: 

“Man is created in the image of God…he is manifested as a subject of the covenant, that is, a subject constituted as a person, constituted in the dimension of ‘partner of the Absolute’…he must consciously choose between good and evil, between life and death. The words of the first order of God-Yahweh (Gen 2:16-17) speak directly of the submission and dependence of man the creature on his Creator… Man is ‘alone’. That means that he, through his own humanity, through what he is, is constituted at the same time in a unique, exclusive and unrepeatable relationship with God himself.”(TOB, 38)  

The Body Expresses the Person

The second meaning of the expression “it is not good for man to be alone” refers to how God created the sexual difference between “male and female” and is intended to be the means through which a man and woman give themselves as a mutual gift to each other so as to form a communion of love and life. 

Genesis reveals that for Adam, nothing in the animal or material world represented a “helper fit for him.” Such a helper only emerges when he encounters Eve. God created Adam and Eve as a gift for each other. They are called to form a communion of love and life made possible by the complementarity of their masculinity and feminity. Being body-persons, they arrive at the definitive expression of this through their “one-flesh” bodily union. 

Adam and Eve are both capable of choosing to give themselves as a total and irrevocable gift to each other, and entering into and embracing the full truth that their “one flesh” union embodies. 

According to the CCC, the human person “is a unity of soul and body” so profound that “their union forms a single nature.”
 It states that the term “soul” refers “to the innermost aspect of man, that which is of greatest value in him, that by which he is most especially in God’s image: ‘soul’ signifies the spiritual principle in man.”
 However, the CCC adds that “the human body shares in the dignity of ‘the image of God’: it is a human body precisely because it is animated by a spiritual soul, and it is the whole human person that is intended to become, in the body of Christ, a temple of the Spirit.”

We cannot accord the human person the reverence that is his due unless we see him in his integral bodily and spiritual dimension. Regarding this, Karol Wojtyla said: “The person as a subject is distinguished from even the most advanced animals by a specific inner self, an inner life, characteristic only of persons....Inner life means spiritual life. It revolves around truth and goodness.”
 

Through his bodily presence and actions, the human person expresses who he is.  Referring to this, Pope JohnPaul II says:

 “Man is a subject not only because of his self-awareness and self determination, but also on the basis of his own body. The structure of the body allows him to be the author of truly human activity. In this activity the body expresses the person. It is, therefore, in all its materiality, almost penetrable and transparent, in such a way as to make it clear who man is and who he should be.” (TOB, 40-41)

Original Unity

Pope John Paul II says that the human being only realises the “essence “ of his or her personhood “by existing ‘with someone’ – and even more deeply and completely – existing ‘for someone’” (TOB, 60). Genesis reveals that man and woman are created by God with equal dignity and that they are made for each other. It is only when Adam encounters the gift of the woman whom God has created “as a helper fit for him,” that he cries out ecstatically: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh...” (Gen 2:18, 23). Through their distinct though complementary features, man and woman are created by God to give themselves as a gift to each other. The CCC explains this complementarity as follows: 

“Man and woman were made ‘for each other’ - not that God left them half-made and incomplete: he created them to be a community of persons, in which each can be ‘helpmate’ to the other, for they are equal as persons…and complementary as masculine and feminine” (CCC, 372) 

Genesis 2 indicates that the reality of marriage comes into being when the man and the woman give themselves to each other by way of an irrevocable personal choice. In regard to this, Pope John Paul II says: 

“The formulation of Gen 2:24 indicates not only that human beings, created as man and woman, were created for unity. It also indicates that precisely this unity, through which they become one flesh, has right from the beginning a character of union derived from choice.…This choice establishes the conjugal pact between persons, who become one flesh only on this basis.” (TOB, 50)

The communion of self-giving love to which Adam and Eve are called receives its definitive expression in the conjugal (marital) act of sexual intercourse – “Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24). This “one flesh” union, while it is the consummating expression of their will to give themselves totally to each other as an irrevocable gift, is structurally ordered to the generation of human life. In this regard, the CCC says: “In marriage God unites them in such a way that, in forming ‘one flesh,’ they can transmit human life.”
 Elsewhere, in stating that every man and woman should acknowledge and accept their sexual identity, the CCC adds: “Physical, moral, and spiritual difference and complementarity are oriented towards the goods of marriage and the flourishing of family life.”

Original Nakedness 

In the state of original innocence, our first parents related to each other, Genesis says: “the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:25).  Unencumbered by  sin and its effects, Adam and Eve were capable of encountering each others’ embodiedness without shame because they were able to engage with each other wholly from the perspective of God’s will who in creating them “male and female” saw that indeed “it was very good” (Gen 1:31). They gleaned from the embodied personhood of each other the handiwork of the Creator. Experiencing perfect harmony between what was spiritual and what was physical in them, their embodiedness elicited an attitude of reverence for the author of the gift they constituted for each other. 

Endowed with intellect and freedom, men and women are capacitated to know and act according to the truth. Being made in God’s image, they are called to love as he loves. Through their complementarity and mutual attraction, a man and a woman reveal that they were created to be a gift for each other in marriage. However, this gift must be freely bestowed and freely accepted if it is to accord with the dignity of the human person. 

Nuptial Meaning of the Human Body

Vatican II says: “Revelation is realised by deeds and words” which “are intrinsically bound up with each other.”
 It points out that Christ communicated the Gospel not by his words alone, but also “by his way of life and his works.”
 

In Fides et Ratio, Pope John Paul II stated that the “plan of Revelation is realised by deeds and words having an inner unity, the deeds wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest and confirm the teaching and realities signified by the words, while the words proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in them.”

The principle that divine revelation occurs by way of an inner unity between “word and deed” has application to the vocation of the human person to manifest God’s love and will in the world. Recalling the point made earlier that the body is the expression of the human person, it follows that our bodily actions are intended to be expressive of the will of God in whose image we are made: “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Mt 5:16).

Through his actions the human person express who he is, and through his interaction with the external world he expresses his interior self. Hence, the words of commitment establishing the nuptial covenant, whereby the husband and the wife agree to give themselves unreservedly and irrevocably as a gift to each other, must be honoured through the forging of an “inner unity” with their bodily “one flesh” sexual union which is intended to give expression to all that is entailed in the communion of their persons. In this way, we can begin to understand what Pope John Paul II means by saying that the human body has a “nuptial meaning” (cf. TOB, 60-63). 

The “nuptial meaning of the body” means that the human person is called to give “a sincere gift of self” in the love and service of God and neighbour. This vocation has its origin in God’s self-revelation who in creation gave himself to us as in the form of “gift of self” when he created us in his own image and likeness.  God’s gift of self took on its definitive form in the Incarnation and paschal mystery of Christ. 

The Language of the Body

Drawing out the implications of the nuptial meaning of the body for married couples, Pope John Paul II says: 

“Every man and every woman fully realises himself or herself through the sincere gift of self. For spouses, the moment of conjugal union constitutes a very particular expression of this. It is then that the man and the woman, in the ‘truth’ of their masculinity and femininity, become a mutual gift to each other.” (Pope John Paul II, Letter to Families, 12) 

In their “one flesh” union in the marital act, neither the husband nor the wife are to hold back anything that is proper to their masculinity and femininity. For them to do so, would be to deform their sexual union as the bodily expression of their marital covenant, whereby they promised to give themselves irrevocably to each other in the full truth of their masculinity and femininity. Hence, in their sexual union a  husband and wife must maintain that inner unity between word and deed by not doing anything that would detract from the integral meaning of what it is intended to express and reveal. Pope John Paul II refers to this ethical requirement of marital love as “the language of the body” (cf. TOB, 354-360). 

The sexual union of a husband and wife, expressed through the “one flesh” union of their bodies, gives expression to the marital union as the communion of their persons (cf. TOB, 61,123). As such, the marital act is a sign pointing to the interior and creative life of God. Thus, through the “total gift of self” in their “one flesh” sexual union, the couple are called to give expression to the “nuptial meaning of the body,” in which case their “one flesh” union “is constituted a primordial sacrament understood as a sign that transmits effectively in the visible world the invisible mystery hidden in God from time immemorial” (TOB, 76). As such, it is a sign of “the mystery of truth and love, the mystery of divine life, in which man really participates” (TOB, 76). 

6. Marriage: An Icon of the Holy Trinity

The centre from which all Catholic doctrine emanates is the Most Holy Trinity. In regard to this central mystery of Catholic faith, the CCC says: 

“It is the mystery of God in himself. It is therefore the source of all the other mysteries of faith, the light that enlightens them. It is the most fundamental and essential teaching in the hierarchy of the truths of faith.” (CCC, 234) 

Elsewhere, the CCC says: “God has revealed his innermost secret: God himself is an eternal exchange of love, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and he has destined us to share in that exchange.”
 

The revelation of the Holy Trinity informs us that God is “an ineffable communion of persons.”
 Jesus is able to reveal the Person of the Father because he himself is the pre-existent and eternal Son of God: “He who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known” (Jn 1:18). 

In reference to Jesus’ words to Philip - “He who has seen me has seen the Father” - Pope John Paul II says: “After the Incarnation, there exists a human face in which it is possible to see God.”
 On another occasion, the Holy Father said that in making the Father known, “the visible Son makes us see the Father who is invisible - ‘He who has seen me has seen the Father’ (Jn 14:9).”
 

The New Testament references to the “Fatherhood” of God “pertains first of all to the mystery of God’s inner life, to the Trinitarian mystery” - whereby the ‘Father’ is the one “who eternally generates the Word, the Son who is consubstantial with him.” 
 Coupled with this, the Father in union with the Son, “is eternally the principle of the ‘spiration’ of the Holy Spirit, who is the love in which the Father and the Son reciprocally remain united (cf. Jn 14:10).”
 
The eternal generation of the Son by the Father is a “truth of faith proclaimed and defined by the Church many times” - not only at the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, but also at the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215.
 The mystery of the Holy Trinity is one of those “mysteries hidden in God which can never be known unless they are revealed by God.”
 Even after being revealed, the mystery “remains the most profound mystery of Faith” which the intellect on its own “can neither comprehend nor penetrate.”
 However, “in a certain way the intellect enlightened by faith can grasp and explain the meaning of the dogma,” and thereby “bring the mystery of the inmost life of the Triune God close to man.”

Everything we say and do should be directed towards the Holy Trinity. In regard to this, the CCC says: 

“The ultimate end of the whole divine economy is the entry of God’s creatures into the perfect unity of the Blessed Trinity. But even now we are called to be dwelling in the Most Holy Trinity.”

Since the human person is made in the image of God and the body gives expression to the person, it follows that the human body is sacramental. I am not referring here to the “seven” sacraments instituted by Christ, rather I am thinking of the general definition of the word sacrament as a visible sign of an invisible reality. Speaking of this sacramental meaning of the human body, the CCC says: “God fashioned man from his own hands…and impressed his own form on the flesh he had fashioned, in such a way that even what was visible might bear the divine form.”
 Pope John Paul II expresses the same truth as follows:

 “The body, in fact, and it alone, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world, the mystery hidden since time immemorial in God, and thus to be a sign of it” (TOB, 76).

The  “mystery” hidden in God from time immemorial is the mystery of the Blessed Trinity. It has been revealed to us by Jesus Christ who  is God incarnate: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14). As such, Jesus Christ “is the image of the invisible God” through whom and for whom “all things were created” (Col 1:17). Pope John Paul II says that because “the Word of God became flesh,” then “the body entered theology through the main door” (TOB, 88-89). Since Jesus “fully reveals man to man himself and makes his exalted vocation known to him,”
 it follows that through their embodiedness human beings have a mission of making the love of God visible in the world. 
In stating that  “the Christian family is a communion of persons,” the CCC adds that it is “a sign and image of the communion of the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit.”
 The love that binds a husband and wife together in the indissoluble bond of marriage is intended to be a reflection of the creative and redemptive love God has for man. Speaking of this, Pope Paul VI said: “The duality of the sexes was willed by God, so that man and woman together might be the image of God and, like him, a source of life.”
 Therefore, the communion of love and life towards which the complementarity of husband and wife is oriented - together with their diversity, equality and reciprocity - is an image of God who is a Trinity of Persons bound together in mutual love. 

In reference to how marriage reveals the Triune God, Pope John Paul II said: 

“In the creation of the human being as man and woman, the marital community and the family based on it are a special and privileged revelation of the Triune God and, at the same time, a revelation of the constitutive family nature of the human person.” (Pope John Paul II, L’Osservatore Romano,23/11/94) 

In this statement above, the Holy Father was reiterating a point he had made previously in his Letter to Families when he said: 

“In the light of the New Testament it is possible to discern how the primordial model of the family is to be sought in God himself, in the Trinitarian mystery of his life.”
 

Repeating the same truth in TOB, the Holy Father says that through “the communion of persons which man and woman form right from the beginning,” they are thus constituted as “an image of the inscrutable divine communion of persons" (TOB, 46). 

Pope John Paul II points out that by saying God created us in his own image, is meant that we have been created by God “according to an original design, conceived in the bosom of his infinite wisdom.”
 He adds that being made in God’s image, man and woman “were conceived from the beginning to prolong in time the dialogue of love existing in the heart of God and to transmit his creative word, which is the source of life.”
 

Genesis tells us that when God created man as “male and female,” he looked upon their “one-flesh” union in which he inscribed the gift of their fertility – “Be fruitful and multiply” – and he said: “it was very good” (Gen 1:26-31). In creating the married couple in his own image, God inscribed their capacity to cooperate with him in the creation of new life in the very act which most deeply expresses the mutual self-giving that binds them  together as “one flesh” (Gen 2:24). 

The best analogy that can do justice to the way in which the two meanings of the marital act coexist together in the being of a married couple is to compare them to the Holy Trinity in whom union and generation coincide perfectly. They do not coexist together as does the unity of two material things or processes that may be separated by way of a mechanical or chemical intervention.
 Rather, they belong to the very dynamism of the “two in one flesh” sexual union of the couple. Through the mutual exchange of the gift of self, the husband and wife reflect the mystery of God’s inner life; while through the procreation and the education of their children, they participate in the creative activity of God. 

7. Historical Man: Sin and Redemption

Vatican II states that “God created everything for man, but man in turn was created to serve and love God and to offer all creation back to him.”
 The CCC teaches that when our first parents were created, they were constituted in a state of holiness and justice by which grace they were “to share in…divine life.”
 It adds that as long as they “remained in the divine intimacy, they would not have to suffer or die,” and that in this state of original justice there would be an experience of  “the inner harmony of the human person, between man and woman, and finally the harmony before the first couple and all creation…”

At the beginning of human history, our first parents abused their freedom and sinned by disobeying the commandment God had given them. Describing this first sin in human history, the CCC says: 

“Man, tempted by the devil, let his trust in the Creator die in his heart and, abusing his freedom, disobeyed God’s command. This is what man’s first sin consisted of. All subsequent sin would be disobedience toward God and lack of trust in his goodness.”

Though it uses "figurative language,” the account of the Fall in Genesis 3 “affirms a primeval event, a deed that took place at the beginning of the history of man.”
 Divine Revelation “gives us the certainty of faith that the whole of human history is marked by the original fault freely committed by our first parents.”
 The “tree of knowledge of good and evil”(Gen 2:17), which God commanded our first parents not to eat of, “symbolically evokes” that “man is subject to his Creator and subject to the laws of creation and to the moral norms that govern the use of freedom.”

Genesis portrays the consequences of the disobedience of our first parents where they lost the grace of original holiness. Rather than living in intimacy and friendship with God, they become afraid of him; and they develop a “distorted image” of him as someone – “that of a God jealous of his prerogatives.”
 Following on from this, the harmony in which they had lived because of original justice is destroyed: “the control of the soul’s spiritual faculties over the body is shattered; the union of man and woman becomes subject to tensions, their relations henceforth marked by lust and domination.”
 Finally, their relationship with the rest of creation is broken and they will now be subject to death as a consequence of their sin.

However, after the Fall, God did not abandon man. Rather, God came searching for man and in doing so announced his ultimate victory over evil and his restoration from the fall: “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen 3:15). According to the CCC, the Christian tradition sees in this passage of Genesis “an announcement of the ‘New Adam’ who, because he ‘became obedient unto death, even death on a cross,’ makes amends superabundantly for the disobedience of Adam.”
 The CCC adds that “the victory that Christ won over sin has given us greater blessings than those which sin had taken from us: ‘where sin increased, grace abounded all the more’ (Rom 5:20).”

In saying that the text of Genesis 2:24 defines the “character of the conjugal bond with reference to the first man and the first woman,” Pope John Paul II that at the same time “it does so in the perspective of the whole earthly future of man.” Therefore, adds the Holy Father, “Christ will appeal to that text, as equally relevant in his age.” Hence, inasmuch as the first man and woman are made in the image of God and form a true communion of persons, they “must constitute the beginning and the model of that communion for all men an women, who, in any period, are united so intimately as to be one flesh” (TOB, 50). So, while Christ will raise marriage to the dignity of a sacrament, it remains true that from the beginning marriage has its own nature, essential properties and purpose which all people are called to respect. 

Lust and Adultery in the Heart

As a result of the Fall, the human person has been afflicted with what is termed concupiscence, something that refers to our  disordered desires and inclination to sin. In the area of sexuality, concupiscence expresses itself by the entry of lust into the human heart. Lust is the experience of sexual desire separated from God’s plan for the nuptial meaning of the human body. It regards the bodily presence of another from the perspective of an object for one’s sexual  self-gratification, either in reality or in fantasy. Hence, in the Sermon on the Mount, Christ says to us:  “You have heard that it was said: ‘You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you that every man that looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:27-28).

In reading the words of Christ quoted above, we must remember that since Christ came into the world not to condemn it but to save it (cf. Jn 3:17), then these words have salvific meaning. Speaking of this, Pope John Paul II says: “Are we to fear the severity of these words, , or rather have confidence in their salvific content, in their power?” (TOB, 159). The “power” referred to here by the Pope is that of Christ working in us, who in bearing in himself the mystery of the “redemption of the body”(Rom 8:23), “demands that man should enter into his full image” so as to “perceive anew the lost fullness of his humanity, and want to regain it”(TOB, 107, 159). 

Pope John Paul II says  that man must feel called “to realise the nuptial meaning of the body” so as to express “that spiritual state and that spiritual power which are derived from mastery of the lust of the flesh” (TOB, 167). The man who lets the salvific words of Christ regarding “adultery in the heart” act in him, “will be able to hear within him at the same time almost an echo” of that “good beginning” to which Christ referred to in his discussion with the Pharisees about divorce (cf. TOB, 167). In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ “assigns as a duty to every man the dignity of every woman” and simultaneously in an indirect way “he also assigned to every woman the dignity of every man” (TOB, 346). Finally, said the Holy Father, Christ assigns to every man and every woman their own dignity “in consideration of their femininity or masculinity, in consideration of the body” (TOB, 346)

The commandment, “Thou shalt not commit adultery,” belongs to the Natural Moral Law. By enabling us to discern good from evil, the natural law helps us attain our ultimate end which is happiness with God himself.  However, due to weaknesses and disorders in our nature resulting from original sin, we are not always able to recognise the principal precepts of the natural law clearly and immediately. In response to this situation, God revealed to us the Decalogue (Ten Commandments) which is an expression of the principal precepts of the natural law. According to the CCC, the Decalogue is “a light offered to the conscience of every man to make God’s call and ways known to him and to protect him against evil”. Quoting St. Augustine,  the CCC adds: “God wrote on the tables of the law what men did not read in their hearts.”
  

When St Paul in his Letter to the Romans refers to the Gentiles living according to “the Law” written in their hearts, he is in fact referring primarily to the Ten Commandments (cf. Rom 1:23-31; 2:14-15). As the revelation of the principal precepts of the natural law, the Ten Commandments prohibit what is contrary to the love of God and neighbour, while they prescribe what is essential to it. According to St Thomas Aquinas, the first precept of the natural law is that “good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided.”
 However, in the Gospel we read: “No one is good - but God alone” (Mk 10:18). Hence, since the commandments turn us towards the good, then they turn us towards God as well. Speaking of this, Cardinal Ratzinger said: 

“The Ten Commandments are a self-revelation of God; they help us to find the way to become like God. They are therefore the explication of what love is...From this it follows that whoever walks the way of the Commandments is on the way to God even if he has not recognised God”.

Nuptiality and Erotic Love

St. Paul says that “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us”(Rom 5:5).  Later he adds: “If you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you will live” (Rom 8:12). Again, in his Letter to the Galatians, after admonishing us to “walk by the Spirit and not to gratify the desires of the flesh,” he adds: “For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you would”(Gal 5:16-17).

In the passages quoted above, St. Paul is not condemning “the flesh” as something evil that does not belong to God’s good creation. The Greek word for “flesh” used here by St. Paul is sarx which “denotes man as he actually is, with his body, and therefore its insecurity, its weakness, and in a certain sense its transitoriness.”
 

In our situation in time, we experience in ourselves the effects of original sin, including that of concupiscence, and it is in this context that St. Paul speaks of the “desires of the flesh” raging against the “desires of the Spirit.” He lists “the works of the flesh” as: “fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension…,” while the “fruit” of the Spirit is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control…” (Gal 5: 19-23). Since we have received the gift of the Spirit who recreates us interiorly according to the pattern of Christ, then since we “belong to Christ” we struggle to “crucify the flesh with its passions and desires” (cf. Gal 5:24).

Applying now what has been said above to the erotic dimension of marital love. The impression is sometimes given that the Catholic Church is somewhat “anti-sex” and “anti-erotic.” On the contrary, the Catholic Church is the guardian of the true meaning erotic love. Christ’s words in the Sermon on the Mount about the lustful glance and “adultery in the heart” is a call to embrace “the really deep and essential values” regarding the nuptial meaning of the human body (cf. TOB, 171). Growing as it does out of the Gospel, the Church’s teaching in the area of sexuality and marriage is an invitation to embrace a vision which is love-affirming and life-giving. In regard to the “erotic sphere”of marital love, Pope John Paul II points out that there can be no conflict between “eros” and “ethos”- since both “are called to meet in the human heart, and, in this meeting, to bear fruit” (TOB, 171). 

In his discussion of the relationship between erotic love and the maturation of pure dispositions in the human heart, Pope John Paul II says: “What  is worthy of the human heart is that the form of what is erotic should be at the same time the form of ethos, that is, of what is ethical” (TOB, 171). In is on the basis of  one’s striving to acquire “self-control” that resists “impulses that arise from mere carnal lust,” says the Holy Father, “that man reaches that deeper and more mature spontaneity with which his heart, mastering his instincts, rediscovers the spiritual beauty of the sign constituted by the human body in its masculinity and femininity” (TOB,173). Hence, “it is necessary to rediscover continually in what is ‘erotic’ the nuptial meaning of the body and the true dignity of the gift”(TOB, 171). This “role of the human spirit” is of “an ethical nature,” so that man may “experience the fullness ‘eros’ – which means the aspiration of the human spirit towards the true, good and beautiful, so that what is ‘erotic’ also becomes true, good, and beautiful” (TOB, 171).  

Returning now to the question of “adultery in the heart” and our need of redemption. The CCC says that “all Christ’s faithful are to direct their affections rightly.”
 In Veritatis Splendor (VS), Pope John Paul II notes that “those who live ‘by the flesh’ experience God’s law as a burden,” while those “who are impelled by love and ‘walk in the Spirit’ (Gal 5:16)...find in God’s law the fundamental and necessary way in which to practise love as something freely chosen and freely lived out.”
 He adds that with God’s grace men and women can “abide” in love, but that they can do so only by keeping the commandments: “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love’ (Jn 15:10).”
 

In terms of God’s purpose in creating man as “male and female”, the sixth and ninth Commandments safeguard the integral truth  of marriage and human sexuality. The moral commandments, says Pope John Paul II, “safeguard the good of the human person” and they “express with particular force the ever urgent need to protect human life, the communion of persons in marriage and so on”.
 Then, in reference to Jesus’ statement in the Sermon on the Mount that he had come not to abolish the commandments but to fulfil them (cf Mt 5:17), Pope John Paul II adds: 

“Jesus brings the commandments to fulfilment...by interiorising their demands and by bringing out their fullest meaning...The precept prohibiting adultery becomes an invitation to a pure way of looking at others, capable of respecting the spousal meaning of the body”.
 

In redeeming us, Christ raised the marriage of two Christians to the dignity of a Sacrament intended to serve as an “efficacious expression of the saving power of God” (TOB, 347). As the sacramental expression of this saving power, “marriage is also an exhortation to dominate concupiscence (as Christ spoke of it in the Sermon on the Mount)” (TOB, 347). The “fruit of this dominion,” adds the Holy Father, is “the unity and indissolubility of marriage,” as well as “a deepened sense of the dignity of woman in the heart of man (and also the dignity of man in the heart of a woman), both in conjugal life together, and in every other circle of mutual relations” (TOB, 347)

In their pursuit of holiness, the married couple are called to take Christ’s sacrificial love as their model. At the same time, the CCC says: “It is impossible to keep the Lord’s commandment by imitating the divine model from outside; there has to be a vital anticipation, coming from the depths of the heart…Only the Spirit by whom we live can make ‘ours’ the same mind that was in Christ Jesus (cf. Gal 5:25; Phil 2:1,5).”
 Speaking of the graces which the Holy Spirit pours into the heart of a married couple to help them live out their vocation, Pope John Paul II says:

“The Spirit which the Lord pours forth gives a new heart, and renders man and woman capable of loving one another as Christ has loved us. Conjugal love reaches that fullness to which it is interiorly ordained, conjugal charity, which is the proper and specific way in which the spouses participate in and are called to live the very charity of Christ, who gave himself on the cross.”

The struggle to imitate Christ and to purify ourselves from all that is sinful and impure in our thoughts and actions will continue until death. Yet, as the CCC says: 

“The Holy Spirit enables one whom the water of Baptism has regenerated to imitate the purity of Christ…The ‘pure in heart’ are promised that they will see God face to face and be like him. Purity of heart is the precondition of the vision of God. Even now, it enables us to see according to God, to accept others as ‘neighbours;’ it lets us perceive the human body – ours and our neighbour’s – as a temple of the Holy Spirit, a manifestation of divine beauty” (CCC, 2345 and 2519)

Speaking of the specific nature of the content of the married couple’s participation in Christ’s life, the Holy Father says:

“Like each of the seven sacraments, so also marriage is a real symbol of the event of salvation, but in its own way…The content of participation in Christ's life is also specific: conjugal love involves a totality, in which all the elements of the person enter- appeal of the body and instinct, power of feeling and affectivity, aspiration of the spirit and of will. It aims at a deeply personal unity, the unity that, beyond union in one flesh, leads to forming one heart and soul; it demands indissolubility and faithfulness in definitive mutual giving; and it is open to fertility (cf Humanae vitae, 9). In a word it is a question of the normal characteristics of all natural conjugal love, but with a new significance which not only purifies and strengthens them, but raises them to the extent of making them the expression of specifically Christian values."

Christ the Bridegroom

“The ‘great mystery,’ which is the Church and humanity in Christ, does not exist apart from the ‘great mystery’ expressed in the ‘one flesh’…reality of marriage and the family” (Pope John Paul II, Letter to Families, 19).

In the Bible, marital symbolism is often used to express God’s relationship to his people. God’s Covenant with Israel is presented as a marital covenant between God and humanity. YHWH appears as the Bridegroom of Israel, the chosen people. As Bridegroom, YHWH is both affectionate, demanding, jealous and faithful.
 In times of infidelity, the prophets were sent to the chosen people to call them to conversion and to remind them of YHWH’s faithful love. 

This marital analogy comes to the fore in the words of  Isaiah directed to Jerusalem during the time of the Babylonian exile: “He who has become your husband is your maker...like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit, the Lord calls you back...For a brief moment I abandoned you, but with great tenderness I will take you back....with enduring love I take pity on you, says the Lord, your redeemer” (Is 54:5-8). Later in Isaiah we read: “As a young man marries a virgin, your Builder shall marry you. And as a Bridegroom rejoices in his bride, so shall your God rejoice in you” (Isa. 62:5). 

The Song of Songs is variously interpreted as an exaltation of ideal human marriage or as a celebration of the nuptial love between God and his people. The marital metaphor is developed further by the prophet Hosea. His marriage and the subsequent infidelities of his wife give symbolic expression to the infidelity of the chosen people to YHWH. However, the infidelity on the part of the chosen people is met on God’s part with an overflow of love and mercy: “Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her” (Hos 2:7). God promises to overcome sin in order to give himself again to his people: “I will espouse you to me forever, I will espouse you in right and in justice, in love and in mercy; I will espouse you in fidelity, and you shall know the Lord” (Hosea 2:21-22). 

Through the prophet Jeremiah, God again speaks to his people as a husband to his spouse: “With age-old love I have loved you: so I have kept my mercy towards you. Again I will restore you and you shall be rebuilt, O virgin of Israel”(Jer 31:3-4). 

The Old Testament texts cited above which tell of God’s marital love for man receive their definitive fulfilment in the Incarnation and Paschal Mystery of Christ. Jesus referred to himself as the “Bridegroom” (Mk 2:19). In the Book of Revelation we read: “Let us rejoice and be glad, and give him glory! For this is the wedding day of the Lamb. His bride has prepared herself for the wedding” (Rev 19:7). Through his Incarnation and Paschal victory, Christ who is God-the Bridegroom, has is indissolubly bound to his Church which has become a Bride, the Bride of Christ.
 The Church is the spotless bride of the spotless Lamb (cf. Rev 22:17; Eph 5:27).

For St. Paul, the Corinthian Church is a virgin bride wedded to one husband, Christ (2 Cor 11:2; cf. Eph 5:25). St. Paul further speaks of the whole Church and of each of the faithful as a bride “betrothed” to Christ the Lord so as to become one with him (Cf. Mt 22:1-14; 25:1-13; 1 Cor 6:15-17). When speaking of marriage as a “great mystery,” St. Paul adds that this has many implications which apply to the relationship between Christ and the Church (cf. Eph 5:32). The Church professes that the Sacrament of Matrimony is a “great mystery” because “it expresses the spousal love of Christ for his Church.”
 In discussing the connection between  St. Paul’s conception of the Church as the Body of Christ and the idea of nuptiality, Cardinal Ratzinger says: 

“Christ and the Church are one body in the sense in which man and woman are one flesh, that is, in such a way that in their indissoluble spiritual-bodily union, they nonetheless remain unconfused and unmingled. The Church does not simply become Christ, she is ever the handmaid whom he lovingly raises to be his Bride.”

9. The Eucharist: Source and Summit of the Christian Life

The CCC says that “the purpose of the sacraments is to sanctify men, to build up the Body of Christ and, finally, to give worship to God.”
 When celebrated worthily, the sacraments are efficacious in conferring the grace they signify because “in them Christ himself is at work.”
 

Vatican II teaches that the Eucharist is “the source and summit of the Christian life.”
 In saying that the Eucharist “contains the Church’s entire spiritual wealth” which is Christ himself,
 the Council adds that “the other sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical ministries and works of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are oriented toward it.”
 In his encyclical on the Eucharist titled Eucharistia De Ecclesia, Pope John Paul II says that “the gaze of the Church is constantly turned to her Lord, present in the sacrament of the Altar, in which she discovers the full manifestation of his boundless love.”
 Drawing out the “cosmic” dimension of the Eucharist, the Holy Father adds:

 “The Son of God became man in order to restore all creation, in one supreme act of praise, to the One who made it from nothing. He, the Eternal High Priest who by the blood of His Cross entered the eternal sanctuary, thus gives back to the Creator and Father all creation redeemed…Truly this is the mysterium  fidei which is accomplished in the Eucharist: the world which came forth from the hands of God the Creator now returns to him redeemed by Christ.”

In view of the “cosmic” significance of Christ’s Paschal mystery and its relationship to the Eucharist, it follows that the sacrament of matrimony must also find its ultimate meaning in the Eucharist. Indeed, St. Paul teaches that there is a profound relationship between marriage and the mystery of Christ’s sacrificial love for his Church. In his Letter to the Ephesians he says: 

“Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ…As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands. Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her…He who loves his wife loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body. "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." This is a great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the church; however, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband” (Eph 5: 21-33).

The Church professes that marriage is a “great mystery” because “it expresses the spousal love of Christ for his Church.”
 Christ lifted up the relationship of man and woman in marriage and assumed it into his redeeming life and into the action of the Church. Thus was marriage instituted as a sacrament  which “signifies the union of Christ and the Church.”
 In this regard, Pope John Paul II says: 

“Spouses are the permanent reminder to the Church of what happened on the Cross; they are for one another and for their children witnesses to the salvation in which the sacrament makes them sharers.”
 

St Josemaria Escriva speaks with great spiritual insight also when in reference to marriage he says: 

“For a Christian, marriage is not just a social institution, much less a mere remedy for human weakness. It is a real supernatural calling. A great sacrament, in Christ and in the Church, says St. Paul…It is a sacred sign that sanctifies, an action of Jesus; he fills the souls of husband and wife and invites them to follow him; he transforms their whole married life into an occasion for God’s presence on earth.”

The Eucharistic Signification of the Marital Act
Referring to how we are all called to take jesus as our model for how we should live, Vatican II said: 

“The fact is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word is light shed on the mystery of man…Christ, who is the new Adam, by revealing the mystery of the Father and his love, also fully reveals man to man himself and makes his exalted vocation known to him.”
 The Council added: “Whoever follows Christ, the perfect man, becomes himself more a man.”

In redeeming us, Christ poured out his life as a sacrificial offering on our behalf: “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16). This sacrificial love of Christ is the model we must strive to follow in our journey of faith: “Love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15: 12). To follow Christ along the path of love, we must strive to live our life as a gift of selfless love for others. In reference to this, Vatican II said: “It is only in the sincere gift of self that man can find himself.”
 

We grow in our knowledge of God the more we seek to love him by giving ourself as a gift in the service of others: “Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is born of God and knows God” (1 Jn 4:7). Lest we fall prey to a self-righteous pride, however, St. Paul says that the possibility of following Christ along the path of self-giving love is itself a gift of God’s grace: “God is at work in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13). 

As the Sacrament of our Redemption, the Eucharist embodies the spousal relationship between Christ and the Church whereby Christ continues to sacrifice himself for his spouse. Speaking of this, Pope John Paul II said: “Christ is the Bridegroom because ‘he has given himself’: his body has been ‘given,’ his blood has been ‘poured out’ (cf. Lk 22: 19-20). In this way ‘he loved them to the end’ (Jn 13:1).”
  After saying that “the ‘sincere gift’ contained in the Sacrifice of the Cross gives definitive prominence to the spousal meaning of God’s love,” the Holy Father added: “The Eucharist is the Sacrament of our Redemption. It is the Sacrament of the Bridegroom and of the Bride.”
 

The standard for the love a married couple are called to is that with which Christ loves the Church: “Love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12). Christ’s total “gift of self” to his bride the Church, was expressed through the gift of his Body: “This is my body which is given for you” (Lk 22: 19). Here in the words of the institution of the Eucharist, a married couple can also locate the meaning of their marital covenant. 

The marital act, by which a man and a woman give themselves to each other in a way that is exclusive to spouses, “is not something simply biological, but concerns the innermost being of the human person as such.”
 Through the mutual and reciprocal “gift of self” in the marital covenant, a married couple pledge to give themselves wholly to each other in the fullness of their masculinity and femininity. Since the body is the expression of the person, then the “one flesh” union of the couple in the marital act, is a sign of the Eucharistic and spousal union between Christ and the Church. As such, we can say that the “one flesh” union of husband and wife in the marital act, “the language of the body” which characterises it is a sign of the “one flesh” Eucharistic and spousal union between Christ and the Church. 

Instructing the Corinthians about the worthy reception of the Eucharist, St Paul says: ‘For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor 11: 26). Having said this, he added: “Whoever, therefore, eats the bread and drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord…For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgement upon himself” (1 Cor 11:27-28). The CCC refers to this teaching of St. Paul by saying: “Anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to communion.”

The Christians at Corinth were influenced by various evil philosophies which in asserting the human body’s insignificance concluded that sexual licence was compatible with being a Christian. In warning the Corinthians to shun sexual immorality, St. Paul pointed out that the body is an integral part of the human person and that it partakes of one’s union with Christ. He said: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ?…Shun immorality…Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:15-20). 

A married couple must seek to glorify God in all aspects of their marital love. In their sexual “one flesh” union in the marital act, they should have the same mind in regard to it as was in Christ Jesus: “What therefore God has joined together, let no man put asunder” (Mt 19:6; cf. Phil 2:5). By reverencing and leaving intact the unitive and procreative meaning of the marital act, the married couple honour the “language of the body” which has God as its Creator. 

By not contracepting, or in any way deprive their “one flesh” sexual union in the marital act of its procreative meaning, a married couple enable a true communion of their persons to occur, something which constitutes an authentic sign of the “one flesh” union between Christ and his Church. As such, the marital act of the couple conforms to reality of what they celebrate in the Eucharist which is that “the Son of God became man in order to restore all creation…to the One who made it from nothing,” so that what “came forth from the hands of God the Creator now returns to him redeemed by Christ.”
 As opposed to this, practices such as contraception violate the dignity of the spouses, they distort the “language of the body” and corrupt the Eucharistic signification of the marital act.
Responsible Parenthood

In Sacred Scripture, fertility is referred to as a “blessing” from God (cf. Deut 7:13-14; 28:4; Ex 23:25-26, Ps 127:3-4). The Catholic Church has always seen in large families “a sign of God’s blessing and the parents’ generosity.”
 Pope Pius XII said: “Large families, far from being a social disease, are the guarantee of the physical and moral health of a people.”
 The Second Vatican Council said that “children are the supreme gift of marriage,” and it spoke with particular praise of those married couples who, “after prudent reflection and common decision courageously undertake the proper upbringing of a large number of children.”
 

In speaking to youth about marriage, Pope John Paul II advised them to reject the contraceptive mentality which sees children as a burden. He said: 

“Children are not unwelcome guests, but God’s blessing which overcomes all selfishness in the couple and helps them to experience reality with gratitude and liberating love.”

As to deciding how many children a couple should have, Vatican II stated that only the couple themselves can arrive at this decision before God.
 However, the Council taught that should a couple for some serious reason choose to space births or avoid having a child for an indeterminate period of time, then the method of birth regulation they use must be in accordance with the requirements of the objective moral order. In Humanae Vitae, Pope Paul VI took up this question of morally acceptable ways of pursuing responsible parenthood when he said: 

“In relation to physical, economic, psychological and social conditions, responsible parenthood is exercised, either by the deliberate and generous decision to raise a numerous family, or by the decision, made for serious reasons and with due respect for the moral law, to avoid having a new birth for the time being or even for an indeterminate period”.
 

Should a couple decide to avoid having another child, Pope Paul VI taught in Humanae Vitae that it was morally licit for them to use methods of Natural Family Planning (NFP).
 However, that NFP should be used only for serious reasons is a point that is often lost sight of. It is not sufficient to simply explain to married couples what the Church forbids and allows in regard to the regulation of births. Rather, such education should seek to imbue the couples with an attitude favourable to the ideal of raising a large family for the greater glory of God. 

Emphasising that NFP should be used only for serious reasons, Pope John Paul II in a 1992 address to participants at a meeting on the theme of  The Natural Regulation of Fertility said:

“The Church recognises that there can be objective motives for limiting or spacing births, but she insists, in accordance with Humanae Vitae, that couples must have serious reasons in order licitly to refrain from the use of marriage during fertile days and to make use of it during infertile periods in order to express their love and safeguard their mutual fidelity.”

On the occasion of the 30th anniversary of Humanae Vitae in 1998, Pope John Paul II warned of the danger of approaching NFP with a contraceptive mentality when he said: 

“It is not uncommon, in current thinking, for the natural methods of fertility regulation to be separated from their proper ethical dimension and to be considered in their merely functional aspect….As a result they go so far as to speak of them as if they were another form of contraception. But this is certainly not the way they should be viewed or applied. On the contrary, it is only in the logic of the reciprocal gift between man and woman that the natural regulation of fertility can be correctly understood and authentically lived as the proper expression of a real and mutual communion of love and life.”

The proper context in which to understand the place of NFP in marriage is from the perspective of The Theology of the Body. This means that married couples are called to discover the truth about their embodied and complementary nature as “male and female,” and how through it God invites their free and intelligent participation in his plan for marital love. Through NFP, a couple can come to know each other more fully insofar as they reach a better appreciation of how their fertility is part of their being. By understanding his wife’s cycles of fertility and infertility, a husband can love his wife more intimately and integrally. In this perspective, there would be little danger of lacing education in NFP with a contraceptive outlook. 

When not motivated by a contraceptive mentality, the use of NFP can greatly enrich a couple’s relationship. In regard to this, the CCC says: 

“Periodic continence, that is, the methods of birth regulation based on self-observation and the use of the infertile periods, is in conformity with the objective criteria of morality. These methods respect the bodies of the spouses, encourage tenderness between them, and favour the education of an authentic freedom.”
 

NFP offers a couple a way of life that seeks mutual co-operation and concern for each other, while leaving their marital love open to the gift of life. It teaches the spouses to control their sexual urge - an aspect of self-control which is essential to the development of a mature and responsible human being. The mutual co-operation it involves with periodic abstinence is in proportion to the nature of marriage itself, as it involves the total person of each spouse in a shared physical, mental, and spiritual effort. In this setting, love and truth are held as the decisive values to which all others - including sensual pleasure - are subordinated. 

Speaking of such benefits of NFP when use for morally upright reasons, Pope Paul VI said:  

“Self-discipline of this kind is a shining witness to the chastity of husband and wife and so far from being a hindrance to their love of one another, transforms it by giving it a more truly human character. And if this self-discipline does demand that they persevere in their purpose and efforts, it has at the same time the salutary effects of enabling husband and wife to develop to the full, their personalities and be enriched with spiritual blessings.”
 

Echoing the words of Pope Paul VI quoted above, Pope John Paul II said: 

“In the case of a morally upright regulation of fertility effected by means of periodic continence, one is clearly dealing with the practice of conjugal chastity, that is, of a definite ethical attitude. In biblical language we could say that it is a case of living by the Spirit (cf. Gal 5:25)” (TOB, 401). 

10. Don’t Forget Eschatology
 “The ultimate end of the whole divine economy is the entry of God’s creatures into the perfect unity of the Blessed Trinity. But even now we are called to be dwelling in the Most Holy Trinity.” (CCC, n. 260) 
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