
15  Sacrament and vocation

What is special about marriages of Christians? There are two main elements to look at:
1. Marriage as sacrament
2. The married couple as a building block of the Christian community

Christian marriage is a SACRAMENT. When a married couple live together in peace, harmony and 
joyful communion with one another, their relationship is a real sign to everyone of the love Jesus 
came to share with us all. Getting married in the Church means that Jesus Christ joins the couple 
together, gives them risen life, and the power to love each other as God loves us. They are a visible 
sign of Jesus’ love and union with his people. Their marriage is making present the reality of 
Christ’s union with the Church. Jesus becomes the third partner in their relationship and a witness 
to their love.

The sacrament of Christian marriage is one of the ways in which the love of God is made real and 
tangible to many in the Church. Through their mutual fidelity to one another, the Christian couple 
is summoned to build together in this world a place where God’s presence is acknowledged, and 
where his forgiveness and peace are experienced. They are channels of God’s love to each other, 
to their children, to their families and to the local community.

“The most enduring insight into the mystery of Christian marriage is that the Christian family 
– the couple alone or with children – is a small church, a small ‘gathering’ of Christians, a 
‘church’, to use an early Christian term. It is the small cell in the large body; it shares the nature 
of the body. It is a grace-filled ‘community’, as the Church is. It is the domestic Church. A lovely 
description of a Christian home is: ‘Creating a space where God can be present and recognised; 
and where He can be loved and adored.’ A Christian home is a worshipping home.”

(Ladislas Orsy)

Christian marriage is a VOCATION. It is a call by Christ to cleave together, to be one, and to make 
Christ’s love present to each other. Their call is to live out their sacrament. Jesus has called all of 
us to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, 
and with all your mind” (Luke 10:27). The goal of marriage is not just contentment and prosperity, 
but growing to love as Jesus loved us, even to death on the cross. We need to acknowledge that 
not everyone is called to marriage; there are many people who do not feel they have this vocation 
and who would find it very hard to be faithful to their vows or to give themselves fully to another.

Christian marriage is a COVENANT. A covenant implies a community of love: people bonded 
together to love and protect each other. It is not just a contract. A contract is basically a trade-off 
of services. It concerns what we are to do or not to do. A contract can be cancelled if one does not 
live up to the conditions. A covenant is about relationship between persons – it means to be for 
the other however the other behaves. It is a commitment to love and cherish and protect them 
no matter what happens. It is to give, even in the situations where you may not get anything in 
return. It is unconditional and for life. In a covenant you are saying that your spouse does not have 
to earn or win your love – you give it freely to them, as Christ loves you and all of us.
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Christian marriage is a LIVING SACRAMENT when each comes to accept the other as a real 
person. Each must seek the growth of their spouse in mutual love and respect. Through their love 
and the power of Christ’s love they can sustain, heal, and nurture growth in each other. Just as 
Jesus’ love for us is a sacrificial and unselfish love, so too must be the love of the couple. Jesus said 
“If you wish to be my disciple, take up your cross daily and follow me”. How do spouses help each 
other to bear their own crosses and provide healing for the wounds that life inflicts?

Christian marriage shares in the mission of Christ’s Church. The couple marry within a particular 
Christian community. This involves assuming a new relationship vis-à-vis that Christian community. 
The local church has a claim on them. Not only are they a source of blessing and grace for their 
children and family, the local church needs them to enrich their community. Marriage is not 
understood adequately if it is seen only as a relationship between two individuals who love each 
other and whose relationship receives the Church’s blessing and prayer. All the sacraments of the 
Church relate us in a specific way to our community of faith. No sacrament is a private affair.

The Christian family is meant to enrich the whole community. St Paul talks about being “married 
in the Lord”. He means that Christian marriage is undertaken in the context of sharing in the 
mission of the Church. It is done in the context of the kingdom of God, of working to make the 
kingdom visible on this earth. Married couples have a vital mission to bring salvation not only to 
their family but to others. The Church is saying that the family is the ideal place in which to centre 
our care for all kinds of people. Christ’s mission to heal the sick, to support the lonely, to love the 
neighbour, is normally best done from within the family.

In summary, a couple getting married in the Church should be aware of the commitment they 
are making. The Church that requires a certain maturity of faith for adult baptism must require 
no less for marriage, otherwise how could it be considered a Christian sacrament? All sacraments 
presuppose faith.

To be married in the Catholic Church, Christians need to know about Jesus…
• Jesus who reveals God’s love for them;
• Jesus who is alive and active;
• Jesus who wishes to give them a share in His risen life and to give the gifts of the Holy Spirit to 

them;
• Jesus who comes to be with them in their marriage – so they can love “as He loved us”;
• Jesus with whom they wish to have a personal relationship;
• Jesus who unites Himself to them, committing them to live in a new way as married members 

of the Church;
• Jesus who calls them to love and serve God through their marriage and their family. 

“Marriage was the best way God 
had of explaining Himself to us.”

(Martin Luther)
“God is love,  

and those who abide in love  
abide in God, 

 and God abides in him”

(1 John 4:16)
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