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Sexuality in Marriage 

James H. Van der Veldt, O. F.M. 

Marriage is an existential relation­

ship. The more such a relationship 
touches the very existence of a person. 

the more fundamental it is. The most 

basic relationship is between God and 
man. In the natural sphere, marriage is 

the principal bond between human 
beings because it is the most intimately 

shared experience possible. 

The concepts of the meaning and 
other aspects of marriage have varied 

greatly in different periods of history 
and are still different in different 

cultures and religions. What is correct 

among the Moslems may be held as 
incorrect among other people. Mar­

riage between brother and sister wh ich 

is forbidden in most cultures and 

180 

times. was not only allowed but re­

scribed in some of the dynasties l >ld 
Eygpt ; Cleopatra was married t• 1er 

brother. Ptolemy. 

The traditional view as to .hy 

people rna rry has been. for a long , ne. 

that the principa l motive for peo · to 
marry is the desire to have legll 1ate 

offspring and to found a family. ,her 

motives have also bei!n recog ;ed. 

such as the sa 1 isfact ion of xual 
needs. the wish to strengthea the 

bonds between families or count r ~ .as 

happened previously in royal fa t rl ies. 
the wish to safeguard the fi n .u: ral 

interests of families. An other ml vets 
that woman is the helpmate ot nan. 

not only in the education of ch lren. 
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but also in a material sense such as 
doing the cooking and oth~r house­
work; in some primitive societies wom­
en do most of the manual work also 
outside the house. 

The idea of marriage being pri­

marily an institution fo r the procrea­
tion of children was for centuries the 
accepted view. But the question has 

been raised if this idea is also upper­
most in the minds of the couple who 
marry. Since the beginning of the 

presen t century , an increasing number 
of authors inside and outside of the 

Catholic Church have cha llenged the 
idea that marriage is primarily an 

institut ion destined to serve the pro­
creation of offspring, however impor­
tan t this function may be. These au­

thors have adopted a more psycho­

logical approach, which is called the 
personalist view. 1 

For cen turies the approach to 

marriage in the Church was moralistic 
and legalistic, because marriage prob· 
lems were chiefly handled by moral 

theologians and canonists. The experts 
in these areas were, and are, mainly 

concerned with the prerequisites of 
the marriage contract, the conditions 
of free marital consent, the impedi­

ments of matrimony , the qualities of 
ma rriage, such as its indissolubility , 

the duties and rights of the married 
couple, and so on. The moral-legalistic 

approach to marriage is undoubtedly 
necessary, but personalists and phe­
nomenologists believe that it some­

times lacks insight in the psychology 
of conjugal love. 

The personalists claim to restore 
marital love to its proper place . They 

maintain that marriage and the marital 

act have a meaning as well as a value in 
themselves, apart from other consider­
ations, like the procreation of children. 

The sexual act of marriage is not only 

a biological function, but is in the fi rst 
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place the realization of a life - com­

munion between husband and wife. 
These two marry, because they wish to 

share one another's life in the most 
intimate communication, namely , as a 

two-in-<me unity. This interpersonal 
relationship is a value in itself, and is 

intended as such by the Creator. 

What does the existential commun­
ion of husband and wife entail? Ideal­
ly, it entails genuine affection, fr iend­

ship, and sympathy. It encompasses 

empathy, that is to say, the attitude 
whereby either of the spouses instinc­

tively apprehends how the other fee ls 
a nd thinks; this capacity grows 

stronger, the longer a marriage lasts. 
The two-in-one unity implicates faith­
fulness for life. The communion of 

mutual love impl ies surrender to one 
another, which finds its culmina tion as 

well as consummation in sexual inter­
course. To obtain perfect consumma­

tion, psychologists say that the part­
ners should be suitably fi t for one 
another; this means not only physical 

but also psychological adjustment. 
Psychologists insist that the marital act 
is an act of wholesome humanized eros 

which implies a certain abandon that 
sets aside momentarily ulterior consid­

erations. The marriage partners are 

aware that the objective purpose of the 
marital act is the procreation of off­

spring, but this awareness is not re­
flexive during the act. Marital love is 

more than the means fo r obtaining 

that end. 

With regard to the problem of the 

ends of marriage, H. Doms maintained, 
against the traditional view, that the 

primary purpose of marriage is the 
personal and mutual completion of 

husband and wife and that the pro­
creation of children is the secondary 

purpose. Trying to get around the 
controversial issue of the ends of mar-
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riage , E. Boissard , 2 instead of using 
the terms primary and secondary ends, 

has suggested the use of the words 
immediate and mediate ends, the form­

er being the conjugal love and mutual 

support of the spouses, the latter being 
the procreation and education of the 
children. Those who adhere to the 
personalist view of marriage readily 

admit that the bond between the 
marital act and procreation is so inti­

mate that persons who decide to marry 
implicitly accept also potentiaJ par­

renthood, and that marriage is incom­
plete if they decline it. 

The description of marriage in its 

ideal fo rm, as outlined above, makes it 
clear that marriage imposes a real task 

upon the partners, even apart from the 
upbringing of offspring. At the mar­

riage ceremony the newlyweds accept 

the task of realizing in their lives the 
two-in-one communion of Jove , sup­

port , and help. The secret of a happy 

and last ing marriage consists in the 
acceptance and realization of this task. 

It implies that marriage is a vocation , a 

state of life. In the fulfillmen t of the 
marital task to achieve ever more the 

two-in-one unity of the spouses con­

sists for them the way to perfect ion.3 

Thus Pope Pius XI said_, "Marriage is a 

way of mutual spiritual perfection."4 

Hence not only the rel igious life but 

marriage, too, is a way of perfection. 
The very fact that marriage has been 

raised to the dignity of a sacrament 

indicated a radical change in the mean­

ing of marriage. 

The question has been asked which 
voca tion is of greater value, the reli­

gious or the marital vocation . And the 
answer was often in favor of the 

former. However, s uch~uestion is 
• not unlike the famous me aJ prob­

lem that stirred up so muc contro­
versy an d sometimes acrimony, 

namely , which human faculty is more 

1 8~ 

important , the intellect or the will 

The answer to the present questiot 

depends greatly on the circumstances 
A housewife who takes good care of 
difficult husband and a large famil 

seems at least as admirable as a nu 

who spends her days in prayer, in tl 

secl usion and protection of her co• 
vent. One might also mention the fa, 

that marriage is a sacrament and tl 

religious life, apart from the prie' · 
hood , is not. 

The concept of marriage as a mu t · 
aJiy lived experience of love was ne\ r 

entirely lost sight of in the history f 

the Church. It is expressed in 1 e 

second chapter of Genesis and in t e 

New Testament. Our Lord said, · -\ 
man shall leave his father and moth r, 

and cleave to his wife, and the t o 

shall become one nesh." (Mt. 19: ). 

St. Paul expressed the same idea (E 1. 

Ch. 5). 

Wh ile in the course of histor) 1e 

personalist view of marriage •st 

ground , in modern society the pet n­

al, psychological and sexual aspec• of 
the marita l relationship have ga ed 

more promi nence. It could be ~ x­

pected that the recent emphasis 0 1 he 

meaning of marriage as being in he 
first place an interpersonal life-ll •on 
of the spouses would meet with l po· 

sition. A number of Ca tholic au ors 

hold that the tradition a! view o the 
procreation of children being th, pri· 

mary purpose of marriage remai n the 

teaching of the Church. 

The Second Vatican Council, 1 its 

Constitution on the Church it · the 
~ d~rn worTd . devoted an entire • nap­

Ier to " Fostering the nobility of 'vtar­

riage and Fami ly." The Council leals 
extensively with conjugal love. Here 

are a few e'rp s: 
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"A man and a woman, who by their 

compact of conjugal love are no longer 
two, but one flesh (MI. 19 :6), render 

mutual help and service to each other 
through an intimate union of their 

persons and of their actions. Through 
this union they experience the mean­

ing of their oneness and altain to it 
with growing perfect ion day by day." 

"This love is uniquely expressed 
and perfected in the special area of 
marriage. The actions within ma rriage 
by which the couples are united inti­

mately and chastely are noble and 

worthy ones." 

"Marriage to be sure is not insti-

tuted solely for procreation ..... . 
Therefore, marriage persists as a whole 

manner and communion of life , and 

maintains its value and indissolubility 
even when. despite the often intense 

desire of the couple, offspring are 
lackjng." 

The council adds : " Marriage and 

conjugaJ love are by their nature or­
dained toward the begelting and edu­

cation of children." 
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