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Pius XI called the mutual perfection of spouses “the chief reason and
purpose” of marriage, thereby opening the door for a consideration of
the virtues spouses may seek in marriage. The article shows that for
Augustine marriage is an instrumental good, serving the larger end of
friendship, and that for Aquinas the bond of spouses—potentially a
friendship of virtue—is the form, or defining quality, of marriage. The
article concludes with a methodological coda on how and why a turn
to virtue might be brought to the fore in a Catholic ethics of marriage.

POPE PIUS XI, IN HIS 1930 ENCYCLICAL Casti connubii, upended the
traditional teaching that procreation is the primary end of marriage.

He reiterated the three goods of marriage specified by Augustine: offspring,
fidelity, and the sacrament. Then he wrote: while “amongst the blessings
[goods] of marriage, the child holds the first place”;1 he then elaborated:

This mutual molding of [spouses], this determined effort to perfect each other, can in
a very real sense, as the Roman Catechism teaches, be said to be the chief reason and
purpose of matrimony, provided matrimony be looked at not in the restricted sense
as instituted for the proper conception and education of the child, but more widely as
the blending of life as a whole and the mutual interchange and sharing thereof.”2
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1 Pius XI, Casti connubii no. 11, http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/
documents/hf_p-xi_enc_31121930_casti-connubii_en.html. This and all other URLs
cited herein were accessed on June 12, 2012.

2 Ibid. no. 24. In 1944 John C. Ford and Gerald Kelly puzzled over this curious
statement. They cite contradictory messages from Arthur Vermeersch, S.J., one of
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To the ears of a virtue ethicist, the language of mutual perfection begs
the question of virtues—after all, according to Aquinas, “virtue denotes a
certain perfection of a power.”3 Virtues are excellences of natural capaci-
ties; so to be virtuous is simply to live in accord with one’s nature. Also
according to Aristotle, our closest friends are those who form us in virtue.
So when Pius speaks of mutual perfection of spouses, he invites an explo-
ration of marriage in its broad sense as a friendship of mutual formation
in virtue.

This vision of marriage as a friendship for formation in virtue has not
been absent from earlier sources in Christian tradition, but it has been
underdeveloped. This view had been obscured in favor of defining mar-
riage principally in terms of the ends or purposes of the institution of
marriage itself, or in terms of the ends of sex, not marriage. But marriages
consist of relationships between human beings, each of whom is invited to
pursue growth in virtue toward an ideal of flourishing, and who are
engaged in this project of flourishing together. Insofar as marriage is a state
of life that is consonant with human flourishing, it must serve not merely its
own ends but also those of the people in it.

This article traces the interrelated concepts of friendship, marriage,
and virtue in two primary sources for Christian doctrine on marriage:
Augustine and Aquinas. In both authors, the concept of friendship is the
context within which marriage is described. That larger context, rela-
tivizing the specific goods (or ends) of marriage itself, has been missed,
ignored, or undervalued in much subsequent writing on marriage. To
frame this investigation, I begin with a summary of Aristotle’s work on
friendship and its connection to virtue. I start with Aristotle because, in
addition to being a principal source for Aquinas’s consideration of mar-
riage, Aristotle parses friendship in terms that will help elucidate what
went missing in Christian doctrine on marriage.

the drafters of the encyclical. They write: “In 1931 Vermeersch said that the broader
sense here means a more ‘comprehensive,’ or extended concept of marriage, which
does not exclude marriage in the strict sense, but presupposes it. (He wanted to
forestall any attempt to conceive as possible a marriage without its primary end.)
But in 1932, he also asserted that the total community of life mentioned here is not
something over and above the mutual gift of themselves which the spouses have
made to one another with a view to the procreation and rearing of children, ‘since it
began and sprang from the mutual giving of self, and at the same time is its crown
and glory.’ Then in 1933, to add to the confusion, Vermeersch says, in a puzzling
phrase, that this total community of life is ‘another natural, not secondary end’ of
contracting” (John C. Ford and Gerald Kelly, “The Essential Subordination of the
Secondary Ends of Marriage,” in Marriage, Readings in Moral Theology 15, ed.
Charles E. Curran and Julie Hanlon Rubio [New York: Paulist, 2009] 22–35, at 30).

3 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae (hereafter ST) 1–2, q. 55, a. 1 c, http://
www.ccel.org /ccel /aquinas/summa.FS_Q55_A1.html.
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I then turn to Augustine, perhaps the most influential figure in Christian
theology, and rivaled only by Aquinas as a shaper of Catholic moral
teaching. Augustine specified three goods of marriage: proles, fides, and
sacramentum. However, his major work on marriage begins by framing
marriage itself as a kind of friendship. He goes on to describe marriage itself
as an instrumental good, serving the broader end of friendship of spouses.
Where the three goods of marriage conflict with the broader good of friend-
ship of spouses, Augustine prioritizes friendship over the goods.

Next, I look to Aquinas, the great creative synthesizer of Aristotelian
methodology with Christian (specifically Augustinian) tradition. His early
writing on marriage echoes Augustine’s three goods of marriage, which he
translates into ends. However, Aquinas’s thought on marriage develops: in
his mature work, the friendship between spouses is the form of marriage—
it makes marriage what it is. Marriage has three ends, but it is defined as a
friendship potentially of virtue.4

I then recap the reaction to this passage of Casti Connubii. Personalist
theologians following Pius XI were censured by Pius XII, and subsequent
tradition seems to muddle marital ethics with sexual ethics, circumscribing
questions of the broader notion of marriage with teachings on sexual
morality. My intention in this section is not to offer a complete analysis of
post-Vatican II teaching on marriage, but only to show one important shift:
Pius XI’s opening to language of virtue is gone.

Finally, I conclude with two methodological notes on how we might
begin to address the specifics of marital virtues, and some preliminary
reflections on why a return to a virtue approach to marriage would be
pastorally helpful. So first, Aristotle.5

4 Lisa Sowle Cahill observes: “One aspect of Aquinas’s view of marriage which
frequently seems to be overlooked is his honest esteem for the intensity of love
between husband and wife, which he associates with their union in ‘one flesh.’
He . . . says that wife and husband enjoy friendship of the greatest sort” (Between
the Sexes: Foundations for a Christian Ethics of Sexuality [Philadelphia: Fortress,
1985] 106). Cahill’s focus in this section of her work is on Aquinas’s natural-law
moral anthropology, whereas here I trace the language of friendship and marriage
in Aquinas.

5 I do not consider here the sacramental character of Christian marriage in the
sense of “one-of-seven” sacraments. Such an endeavor would take me far afield
from my concluding question of how we begin to discern which virtues we may
acquire in marriage; any infused virtues that come with the sacrament can take
care of themselves. Numerous other writers have explored the “one-of-seven”
sacramentality of Christian marriage—e.g., Karl Rahner, “Marriage as a Sacra-
ment” (351–66); Walter Kasper, “The Sacramental Dignity of Marriage” (340–50);
and Francis Schüssler Fiorenza, “Marriage” (313–39), all in Sexuality, Marriage, and
Family: Readings in the Catholic Tradition, ed. Paulinus Ikechukwu Odozor, C.S.Sp.
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2001); Todd A. Salzman, “Friendship,
Sacrament, and Marriage: The Distinction between Christian Marital Friendship and
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ARISTOTLE ON FRIENDSHIP AND VIRTUE

Friendship is extraordinarily prominent in Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics, occupying his attention for nearly two of the ten books in the
whole work. For Aristotle, it is in the mutual exhortation and account-
ability of our closest friendships that we become virtuous. Stanley
Hauerwas observes:

For Aristotle friendship is not just a necessity for living well, but necessary if we are
to be people of practical wisdom. Through character-friendships we actually
acquire the wisdom necessary, and particularly the self-knowledge, to be people of
virtue. We literally cannot do good without our friends, not simply because we need
friends to do good for but because the self-knowledge necessary to be good comes
from seeing ourselves through our friendships.6

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle describes friendship in three spe-
cies: friendship of pleasure, friendship of utility, and friendship of virtue.
The first two forms are transient, but “complete friendship is the friendship
of good people similar in virtue.”7 Friendships between the virtuous
include pleasure and utility but transcend them, looking to the true good
of the other: “those who wish goods to their friend for the friend’s own sake
are friends most of all.”8 Because of this dynamic combination, friendship
of virtue, while rare, is enduring, “since it embraces in itself all the features
that friends must have.”9

For Aristotle a friend is another self, a partner in life’s work of becoming
virtuous. Friendship is a necessary component of happiness: “Anyone who
is to be happy, then, must have excellent friends.”10 Between men and
women, Aristotle opines that friendship is aristocratic (because of men’s
natural superiority to women),11 but still it is natural, and that natural
friendship can be the locus of the couple’s moral perfection: “For the other
animals, the community goes only as far as childbearing. Human beings,
however, share a household not only for childbearing, but also for the

Non-Christian Marital Friendship” (115–24) and Thomas M. Kelly, “Sacramentality
and Social Mission: A New Way to Imagine Marriage” (144–53), both in Marriage
in the Catholic Tradition: Scripture, Tradition, and Experience, ed. Todd A. Salzman,
Thomas M. Kelly, and John J. O’Keefe (New York: Crossroad, 2004); and Arch-
bishop Raymond Hunthausen, “The Sacrament of Matrimony,” Origins 12 (1982)
229–38.

6 Stanley Hauerwas, “Gay Friendship: A Thought Experiment in Catholic Moral
Theology,” in Theology and Sexuality: Classic and Contemporary Readings, ed.
Eugene F. Rogers Jr. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002) 289–308, at 298.

7 Aristotle,Nicomachean Ethics (hereafterNE) trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1999) 1156b.

8 Ibid. 9 Ibid.
10 NE 1170b. 11 NE 1160b.
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benefits in their life. . . . For this reason, their friendship seems to include
both utility and pleasure. And it may also be friendship for virtue, if they
are decent.”12

Much of Christian tradition has considered marriage analogously either to
friendship of pleasure, in which marriage was seen as a licit setting for sex
(regarded often as a dangerous pleasure itself justified principally or in part
by the prospect of procreation) or to friendship of utility, in which partners
get from each other children, assistance in raising them, and, in the case of
women in Aristotle’s (and Aquinas’s) understanding, stable caretaking of the
weaker and less rational female partner. In Aristotelian terms, what has been
missing or underplayed in much Christian thinking about marriage is con-
sideration of the complete level of friendship in which the virtuous pursue
the “mutual perfection” of which Pius XI wrote. Further, the specifics of
just what such a friendship entails has not been the subject of attention.

So Aristotle draws a strong tie between friendship and virtue—no good
life is possible without intimate friends, the kind of friends who accompany,
console, and challenge us to grow with them in virtue. While marriage is
not a subject of special attention for Aristotle, he recognizes that marriage
may be a friendship of virtue, even though the spouses are unequal from the
outset. Due to his faulty moral anthropology of natural male superiority,13 he
does not consider whether (opposite-sex) spouses might offset each other’s
weaknesses mutually—such equality is more a matter of male-male (or
female-female) relationships only. But virtue is forged in friendship. I now
turn to Augustine for an account of marriage cast in terms of friendship.

AUGUSTINE: MARRIAGE AS AN INSTRUMENTAL
GOOD OF FRIENDSHIP

Marriage posed a difficult problem for Augustine, and his problem
was chiefly with sex.14 For Augustine, unruly sexual desire and even the

12 NE, 1162a. The word epieikēs translated here as “decent,” also implies what is
fitting or suitable.

13 Aristotle regards women as deficient men, less rational, more emotional, and
to be educated only toward their proper role as mothers and caretakers of the
house. The evidence in Aristotle’s writings is copious; the two citations here are
representative: “The woman may be said to be an inferior being” (Poetics, Part 15,
trans. S. H. Butcher, http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/poetics.2.2.html); “females are
weaker and colder in nature, and we must look upon the female character as being a
sort of natural deficiency” (On the Generation of Animals, trans. Arthur Platt,
http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/a/aristotle/generation/book4.html) 4.6.

14 As I show later, regarding recent magisterial teaching, marital ethics largely
overlaps sexual ethics throughout Christian tradition. Granted that marriage is a
relationship that features (one hopes) sexual intimacy, still the tendency to conflate
the two ethical questions is a genre error. Here I focus on marriage, which will
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unpredictability of the sexual organs are paradigmatic of concupiscence,
the disordered desire of all kinds that is the wreckage of the Fall of human-
ity. In Augustine’s mind, sex is sinless only within marriage, and even then
only when one intends either procreation or the slaking of one’s partner’s
concupiscence without consenting inordinately to sexual pleasure oneself.
Sex—and by association, marriage—was not something Augustine felt he
had to celebrate, but rather to justify: given the nonrational delight of sex,
what would compensate for the danger?

As a Christian, Augustine could not object to marriage, seeing it in
Adam and Eve’s life together in the creation narratives of Genesis.
Augustine decided that marriage after the Fall is still a good thing because
it is tied to three specific goods: proles (offspring), fides (faithfulness,)
and sacramentum (by which he meant persevering commitment). Among
these goods, he generally places procreation first, though sometimes fidelity
is coequal with procreation. For example, in De coniugiis adulterinis (com-
posed 419 to 420), he writes: “Propagation of children, therefore, is in fact
the primary, natural and legitimate purpose of marriage,”15 although in
other places he lists marital fidelity first16 or prioritizes the sacrament over
procreation, at least for Christians.17

The word he uses for “purpose” is causa, not finis (end). “Nevertheless,”
argues Theodore Mackin, “his goods do imply finality. Since they are the
advantages marriage can bring to private persons and to their societies,
they are what a person may seek to realize in marriage.”18 In Contra

involve discussing sex, while trying not to stray into territory more properly covered in
a consideration of sex itself. Marital ethics can be understood to include, but not be
limited to, matters of sexuality. For virtue approaches to sexual ethics, see James F.
Keenan, “Virtue Ethics and Sexual Ethics,” Louvain Studies 30 (2005) 180–97. Also
Lisa Fullam, “Sex in 3-D: A Telos for a Virtue Ethics of Sexuality,” Journal of the
Society of Christian Ethics 27 (2007) 151–70; and John S. Grabowski, Sex and Virtue:
An Introduction to Sexual Ethics (Washington: Catholic University of America, 2003).

15 “Propagatio itaque filiorum ipsa est prima et naturalis et legitima causa
nuptiarum (De adulterinis coniugiis” 2.12, inMarriage and Virginity, Works of Saint
Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, ed. John E. Rotelle (Hyde Park,
NY: New City, 1999) 175. See also: “De nuptiis et concupiscientia” (also composed
419 to 420) 2.42, where he writes: “Marriage was instituted not for the purpose of
sinning, but of producing children” (http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/15072.htm).

16 See Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram 9.7.12.
17 “The good of marriage . . . lies in the purpose of procreation and in the faithful

preservation (fides) of chastity. But for the people of God the good of marriage lies
also in the holiness of the sacramental bond (sacramentum). Because of this holi-
ness, it is wrong for a woman to marry another man, even if she leaves with a bill of
divorce, as long as her husband is alive” (De bono coniugali 32 [Rogers, Theology
and Sexuality 85]).

18 Theodore Mackin, “Augustine on the Nature of Marriage,” in Sexuality, Mar-
riage, and Family 169–82, at 178.
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Faustum Manichaeum (composed 397 to 399), Augustine gives a quick
etymology of “matrimony”: “The word ‘matrimony’ shows that a man takes
a wife in order that she may become a mother.”19 Marriage, then, is first
and foremost for procreation. But there is more to be said.

Many of Augustine’s texts were written in response to particular pastoral
or theological challenges. De coniugiis adulterinis principally concerns the
question of divorce and remarriage in Scripture and related pastoral prob-
lems.20 In his other late work on marriage, De nuptiis et concupiscentia,
Augustine argues—against “some imprudent persons [who] suppose that
this is not an added evil, but something which appertains to the original
good”—that concupiscence is not essential to marriage.21 The bulk of the
text concerns not marriage itself but original sin and its residuum of concu-
piscence. Both of these were written late in Augustine’s life, the latter when
he was responding to accusations by Pelagians that he still had not shaken
off the yoke of Manichaeanism. In some Manichean thought, procreation
was seen as a moral evil since it amounts to the trapping of (innocent) spirit
in (sinful) flesh. These texts have more to say about the particular concerns
at hand—marriage and divorce and marriage and concupiscence—than
about marriage generally.

If we want to hear Augustine’s fundamental thoughts on marriage, we
have to look 18 years earlier to his response to the Jovinian controversy.
Jovinian (d. ca. 405), a former monk, insisted that ascetical practices like
celibacy and fasting do not merit the Christian any special status with God.
Rather, baptism establishes the Christian before God. Jerome responded
with Adversus Jovinianum (393), a savage attack on marriage. Though
Jovinian’s condemnation by the church and his banishment by the emperor
was old news by the time he wrote, Augustine waded into the fray to offer a
Christian account of marriage.22 De bono coniugali (401) starts with an

19 “Matrimonium quippe ex hoc appellatum est, quod non ob aliud debeat
femina nubere, quam ut mater fiat” (Contra Faustum Manichaeum 19.26, ET at
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/140619.htm); mater (mother) þ monium (state,
action, or condition); nubere (to marry), from which comes “nuptial.”

20 And with his admirable humility, he admits in Retractationes (Revisions) that
he is not at all confident that he has solved the question at hand. “I wrote two books
on adulterous marriages with the desire of solving, according to the scriptures, to
the best of my ability, a very difficult question. I do not know whether I have done
this very clearly” (Retractationes 2.83, cited in Rotelle, Marriage and Virginity 141;
also expressed in De coniugiis adulterinis 1.25.32).

21 Augustine,De nuptiis et concupiscentia 1/8, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/
15071.htm.

22 Jovinian was condemned by synods in Rome under Pope Siricius and in Milan
under Ambrose in 393. In 398 he was ordered by Emperors Honororius and
Theodosius to be flogged and was exiled to the island of Boa. See Rotelle,Marriage
and Virginity 15.
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assessment of marriage that distinguishes it from sex, and casts it as a form
of friendship:

Every human being is part of the human race, and human nature is a social reality
and possesses a great and natural good, the power of friendship. For this reason,
God wished to create all human beings from one, so that they would be held
together in human society, not only by the similarity of race, but also by the bond
of blood relationship. Therefore the first natural union of human society is the
husband and wife. . . . The result is the bonding of society in children, who are the
one honorable fruit, not of the union of male and female, but of sexual inter-
course. For there could have been some kind of real and amiable union between
the sexes even without sexual intercourse, a union in which the one rules and the
other obeys.23

Obviously this is not a feminist text (despite the ambiguity here of
exactly who rules and who obeys). But what is striking here is the depiction
of friendship as characterizing marriage, friendship first of the spouses, then
of their offspring. Procreation justifies sex, but even apart from sex, spouses
could be natural friends.

Friendship for Augustine is a signal grace of human life: “What consoles
us in this human society, so full of errors and hardships, except unfeigned
faith and the mutual love of good and true friends?”24 In his Confessions he
writes movingly of the death of a friend:

My eyes looked for him everywhere, and he was not there. I hated everything
because they did not have him, nor could they now tell me “look, he is on the
way,” as used to be the case when he was alive and absent from me. I had
become to myself a vast problem, and I questioned my soul “Why are you
sad, and why are you very distressed?” But my soul did not know what reply
to give.25

Friendship can lead us astray, as it did for Augustine in his youthful theft of
pears, and as Adam found in joining Eve in her fruit-related sin in the
earlier garden, yet still friendship remains an important good. Further, sex
“is good in itself and does not necessarily constitute an obstacle to the
‘friendship’ that is the foundation of the family. Indeed, it can contribute
warmth and energy to the oneness of heart that friendship demands.”26 But
while sexual desire is natural and good, it is easily corrupted by concupis-
cence and can warp marital friendship.

23 Augustine, De bono coniugali 1.1 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 71).
24 Augustine, City of God 19.8, quoted in Augustine through the Ages: An Encyclo-

pedia, ed. Alan D. Fitzgerald, O.S.A. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999) 373.
25 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (New York: Oxford University,

1992) 57–58.
26 Donald X. Burt, O.S.A., Friendship and Society: An Introduction to Augustine’s

Practical Philosophy (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999) 117.
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Later in De bono coniugali, Augustine describes marriage as an instru-
mental good:

Surely it must be acknowledged that God gave us some goods to be sought for their
own sake, such as wisdom, good health, and friendship, and others that are neces-
sary for the sake of something else, such as learning, food, drink, sleep, marriage
and sexual intercourse. Some of these goods are necessary for wisdom, such as
learning; some are necessary for good health, such as food and drink and sleep;
and some are necessary for friendship, such as marriage and sexual intercourse, for
these lead to the propagation of the human race, in which a friendly association is a
great good.27

Here, a word about goods and ends. Ends of human acts are lined up
from the most proximate to the most remote. I intend to extend my elbow
in a certain way, in certain circumstances, and a basketball is launched
toward a hoop. Why? I intend to shoot a ball and score a basket. Why? I
intend to help my team win the NCAA championship. Why? I intend to be
the greatest player on my team, so that I will be famous. Why? Being
famous is a part of “happiness” as I understand it.

Generally, the goods of the particular endeavor are coherent with the
larger endeavor—generally, a shot made with good form is more helpful in
winning the game, etc., than a sloppy shot. Because of this, seeking the
goods of the particular is helpful in achieving the larger good, at least if
the particular goods are adequately named.

In most situations seeking marriage’s own goods serves the larger end, if
the goods are adequately named. But if we want to see whether the partic-
ular goods always cohere with the larger good, we need to consider situa-
tions in which goods and ends conflict. For example, if I shoot a ball with
perfect form while disregarding the larger end of winning the game, my
fulfilling the end of the shot is misplaced, and possibly narcissistic. Perhaps
I should pass the ball rather than shoot it, or if the clock is running out, I
might sacrifice perfect form and heave the ball to try somehow to get it
through the basket.

It is similar with marriage as an instrumental good of friendship. Todd
Salzman and Michael Lawler note that Augustine “has falsified in advance
the claim of those modern commentators who say that only in modern
times have sexual intercourse and marriage been seen in the context of the
relationship of the spouses.”28 If marriage is instrumental, it must be judged

27 Augustine,De bono coniugali 9 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 78). Two points
in this passage are noteworthy: (1) Augustine emphasizes only the friendship of the
offspring, not of the spouses. But (2) he does not retract his statement about spousal
friendship from earlier in the document.

28 Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, The Sexual Person: Toward a
Renewed Catholic Anthropology (Washington: Georgetown University, 2008) 31.
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not only according to its own goods of fides, proles, and sacramentum but
also in the context of what it serves, namely, friendship.

So allow me to look at cases in which a good of marriage conflicts
with the larger good of friendship of spouses. What trumps? Augustine’s
approach to nonprocreative marriage demonstrates the priority of relation-
ship over marriage’s principal good of procreation. Despite the facts that
procreation justifies marital sex and serves to generate people who may
become friends, procreation is not necessary for marriage to be a good:

I do not believe that marriage is a good solely because of the procreation of
children: there is also the natural association (societas) between the sexes. Other-
wise, we would no longer speak of a marriage between elderly people, especially if
they had lost or had never produced children. But now in a good marriage, even if it
has lasted for many years and even if the youthful ardor between the male and
female has faded, the order of charity between husband and wife still thrives.29

Even though, for Augustine, marriage “is created for the purpose for
procreation,”30 we see here that he relativizes procreation radically to the
bond of husband and wife. Their societas, their charitable relationship,
compensates for the absence of the very great good of procreation.31

Fides and sacramentum (for Christians) cut closer to the question of the
friendship of spouses. Fides concerns sexual exclusivity for Augustine—
adultery is a violation of fides. However, the concept has a second meaning
for him, in which fides has a much broader sweep than the mere avoidance
of sexual sin. John Rotelle writes: “The concept of fides was an impor-
tant one in the Roman understanding of marriage. While the term often
referred specifically to sexual loyalty, it could also refer to the more general
loyalty which a couple promised to each other in marriage.”32

29 Augustine, De bono coniugali 3 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 73).
30 See Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 76.
31 Augustine does condemn nonprocreative sex in marriage, but he links such sex

to intemperance on the part of the spouses; he sees even this union of the inconti-
nent as a true marriage, at least as long as the spouses intend to stay together and do
not actively prevent procreation. “It is often asked whether this situation should be
called a marriage: when a man and woman, neither of whom is married to another,
have intercourse with each other, not in order to have children, but out of inconti-
nence solely to have sex, and yet faithfully pledge not to do this with anyone else,
perhaps it would not be absurd to call this a marriage, if they made this agreement
to last until the death of one of them, and if, although they have not come together
for the sake of procreation, they at least do not avoid it” (De bono coniugali 5.5
[Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 71–86, at 74]). Augustine then writes in a poignantly
autobiographical way of the case of a woman who maintains a faithful relationship
to a man to whom she is not married, and remains chaste after the relationship ends,
concluding: “I would not find it easy to call her an adulteress” (ibid.).

32 Rotelle, Marriage and Virginity 17. Rotelle regards the two meanings of fides—
sexual fidelity and more generally loyalty to the spouse—as evidence that Augustine
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Rotelle points to Augustine’s second justification for marital sex. For
Augustine, sex is sinless only if one intends procreation or slaking one’s
partner’s concupiscence. For a spouse to demand sex out of intemperance
is (venially) sinful; the liceity of sex in marriage is a concession to the
postlapsarian human condition and mitigates behavior that is otherwise
mortally sinful. But to have sex with an immoderate spouse is not sinful.
Further, spouses may forego intercourse only by mutual consent—even if
one partner is capable of the (for Augustine) holier state of sexual absti-
nence, he or she may not forego intercourse unless in concert with the other
spouse, lest the less spiritualized partner fall into serious sin:

Not only do married people owe each other the fidelity of sexual intercourse for the
sake of procreation, . . . they also owe each other a sort of mutual service for the
sustaining of each other’s weakness, so that they may avoid illicit intercourse. As a
result, even if one of them would prefer to adopt perpetual continence, it is not
permitted without the consent of the partner. . . . But while continence has greater
merit, it is no sin to pay the conjugal debt; and although to demand it beyond the
need for procreation is a forgivable fault, certainly fornication and adultery are
crimes that must be punished. Therefore, the charity of marriage must be careful
that, in seeking greater honor for itself, it does not incur a situation in which a
spouse incurs damnation.33

Augustine’s focus here is not on the greater good of friendship between
spouses, but on the dangerous pleasure of sex and the strict conditions
under which one might have sex blamelessly. However, it is striking that,
for Augustine, one’s spouse’s good trumps one’s own greater holiness.
Fides in marriage is not simply sexual; it also implies a self-sacrificial
concern for the partner’s salvation as well. Note how marriage is unique in
this regard: all Christians are to care for one another’s salvation in a self-
sacrificial way. Spouses do so sexually when they forego the greater good of
abstinence for the sake of a lusty partner.34

It is nearly always the case that fides in its narrow sense—sexual
exclusivity—is part of fides in its broad sense of (possibly) self-sacrificial care
for one’s spouse. But not always. Augustine puzzled over the situation of
innocent spouses of adulterers, and maintained that Christians must always

sees a fundamental coherence between the possible good of sex in the context of
larger fides. I agree that Augustine generally sees the concord between the two
meanings. My question here concerns cases of tension: what is more important
for Augustine when the goods of marriage conflict with marriage’s larger ordering
to friendship?

33 Augustine, De bono coniugali 6–7 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 76).
34 Augustine seems not to consider the possibility that each partner may be

immoderate in turn, but rather he assumes one partner to be consistently friskier
than the other. However, he is resolutely even-handed in attributing excess to either
the husband or the wife.
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be willing to forgive any sin that Christ forgave. Perhaps naively, Augustine
said that for the faithful Christian, such forgiveness would not be difficult:

You think it is difficult for a husband or wife to be reconciled with the other partner
after adultery, but it will not be difficult, if there is faith. In fact why do we still call
them adulterers, when we believe that they have been either cleansed by baptism or
healed by penance? . . . After that, is there anyone who does not understand that a
husband should forgive what the Lord, the Lord of both of them, has forgiven, and a
woman one believes has repented and had her crime wiped away by the divine
mercy should no longer be called an adulteress?35

Not only that, but the return of an adulterous spouse marks her [sic] as
faithful, not adulterous: “If she [an adulterous woman] repents of her
wickedness and returns to her marital chastity, thereby repudiating her
adulterous agreement and purposes, I do not think that even the adulterer
will regard her as violating fidelity.”36

In sum, fides, for Augustine, may be understood in two senses: first, in a
narrow sense as a good of marriage itself, which is violated in adultery.
There is a second, broader sense of fides at work as well, which is closer to
the framing concept of friendship with which Augustine began his treatise
on marriage. Normally the two senses cohere, but in cases of tension, the
broader sense trumps. A violation of the good of sexual exclusivity should
be forgiven in light of the broader fides that shapes the relationship overall.
Marriage and its particular goods are instrumental to the larger good of the
friendship of spouses.

The third good of marriage, sacramentum, essentially extends marital fides
into a lifelong commitment to one partner. For Augustine, the sacramentum
of marriage is a theological construct, always a word of salvation from God,
but the meaning of that word changes. Augustine hears in biblical poly-
gamy a symbolic foreshadowing of the many Gentiles who would become
faithful to the one God. Sacramentum in the Christian era means that
monogamous indissoluble marriage symbolizes the eschatological unity of
all in the City of God, who are faithful to one God, not to many gods.
Switching one’s allegiance from God to another god is likened to adultery:

But since there will be one City constructed out of the many souls who have one
soul and one heart in God—this perfect state of unity will be achieved only after our
pilgrimage in this life, when the thoughts of all will be revealed and all hostility
will cease—the sacramental bond [sacramentum] of marriage in our day has been
restricted to one man and one woman, with the result that it is forbidden to ordain a
man as a minister in the church, unless he is the husband of one wife. . . . Therefore,
just as in the past the sacrament of multiple marriages signified the multitude that
would be subject to God in all the lands of the Gentiles, so in our time the sacrament
of single marriages signifies the unity of all of us who one day will be subject to God

35 Augustine,De coniugiis adulterinis 2.6.5 (Rotelle,Marriage and Virginity 169).
36 Augustine, De bono coniugali 4.4 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 74).
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in the heavenly City. Thus, just as servants do not serve two or more masters, so in
the past it was forbidden (and is now forbidden and will always be forbidden) for a
woman to marry another man while her husband is still alive. For it is always wrong
to apostasize from the one God and to enter into adulterous and superstitious
worship of another god.37

Sacramentum, then, for Augustine, may be understood as a theological
echo of the larger fides, which is an unshakeable connection to one’s spouse
that foreshadows the unity of all humankind with God in the eschaton. Just
as for Augustine the good of the larger fides trumps the narrower fides of
sexual fidelity, so here the larger symbolic meaning of sacramentum over-
rules the narrower meaning of lifelong marital commitment. Just as the
wider fides to the partner overrides sexual transgression, so here our basic
and ultimate good lies in God alone. Augustine is clear that for the unmar-
ried, to remain unmarried so as to avoid offspring is a better witness to faith
than any good of marriage: “Surely it is better and holier in the present
time not to seek after offspring in the flesh and thereby to keep oneself
perpetually free, as it were, from all this activity and to be subject in a
spiritual way to the one man Christ.”38 The good of the relationship to
Christ (the larger sacramentum, which is symbolized in marriage) relativ-
izes the good of marriage.

To conclude: marriage for Augustine was associated with three goods,
which he reiterates over and over: proles, fides, and sacramentum. Usually, he
cites procreation as the principal (but not the sole) purpose of marriage,
partly because it justifies sex in marriage. But marriage is an instrumental
good, directly serving the good of friendship between husband and wife,
and indirectly serving friendship when marriage produces children who
may grow up to be friends with one another. Absent sex, absent procreation,
marriage can still serve its end of the friendship of charity between spouses.
Fides in a narrow sense is a matter of sexual exclusivity. Augustine also uses
fides to indicate whole-hearted devotion to one’s spouse, a broad meaning
of fides that hews closer to the framing metaphor of friendship with which
Augustine begins his treatise on marriage. Where there is a tension between
the narrow sense of fides as sexual exclusivity and the broader sense of fides
as the framing friendship of spouses, the bond takes precedence: a Christian
spouse forgives an adulterous partner. Sacramentum engages the eschatolog-
ical dimension of fides, rendering marriage permanent until the death of one
spouse. Sacramentum is a theological concept—for Augustine, the higher
path for Christians is celibacy, not marriage at all. Sacramentum is a good of
marriage, but is trumped by the better life of not marrying.

37 Ibid. 17.21 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 84–85).
38 Ibid. 24.32 (Rogers, Theology and Sexuality 86).

A VIRTUE ETHICS OF MARRIAGE 675



Augustine’s suspicion of sex is legendary. He believes sexual abstinence
to be a holier state than marriage, all other things being equal. He views
sexless marriages as the most laudable, and seems not to see that sex might
serve to bond spouses. His assessment of marriage has little to say about
the reality of shared lives, the raising of children, the responsibilities of
marriage beyond sexual fidelity forever. His vision of marriage is con-
strained by his overriding concern about sex within it. Even so, sex in the
context of marriage is potentially sinless if ordered to procreation or to the
good of the spouse. And marriage is instrumental—it is good insofar as it
serves its purpose of friendship.

Augustine offers a notion of the importance of friendship as a paradigm
for marriage, with which he structures De bono coniugali at the outset.
Unsurprisingly, Augustine the Platonist does not appeal to Aristotle’s con-
ception of friendship, much less to Aristotle’s three aspects of friendship.

In the next section I move forward about a millennium, when Aquinas
brings the Philosopher’s virtue methodology into dialogue with Augus-
tine’s Christian Platonism.

AQUINAS AND MARITAL FRIENDSHIP

Aquinas addresses marriage in the supplement to the Summa theologiae 3.
There he argues that since marriage is associated with sex and the loss of
reason associated with sex, there must be some compensation, some “goods
which excuse marriage and make it right.”39 He then lists the three goods
Augustine identified. Aquinas prioritizes the sacrament:

That which has a place in the definition of a thing is most essential thereto.
Now inseparability, which pertains to sacrament, is placed in the definition of
marriage. . . . Further . . . offspring and faith pertain to matrimony as directed to an
office of human nature whereas sacrament pertains to it as instituted by God. There-
fore sacrament takes a more important place in marriage than the other two.40

He goes on to specify that sacrament ranks first also because marriage
without children and fidelity is still marriage, but not without the promise
of permanence. However, he also adds that, since the intention of procre-
ation and the promise of fidelity are part of the marriage contract itself,
then these two elements of the contract are most essential: first, offspring;
second, fidelity; and third, sacrament.41 A later question also prioritizes

39 ST 3, Suppl., q. 49, a. 1 c; ET, The Summa Theologica of St. Thomas Aquinas,
2nd rev. ed., 1920, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, Online Edition:
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/5049.htm. All quotations in English are from
this translation.

40 ST, Suppl., q. 49, a. 3.
41 ST, Suppl., q. 49, a. 3 c. It is not at all unlike Aquinas to decide first that one of

a number of things is most important, then in another place to state that a different
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procreation: “Now marriage has for its principal end the begetting and
rearing of children, and this [principal] end is competent to man according
to his generic nature, wherefore it is common to other animals.”42

Clearly, Aquinas offers us a vision of marriage shaped by Augustine’s
thought. We see Aristotle’s influence as well; Aquinas’s comparison of
the procreation and rearing of children to animals raising their young is
classic natural law reasoning. As with Augustine, however, there is more to
be said.

These quotations come from the supplement to the third part of the
Summa theologiae. This part was compiled after Aquinas’s death from
his Commentary on the Sentences, which was written about 1252 to 1256
when Aquinas was 27 to 31 years old. At the end of the Summa, therefore,
we have some of his earliest work. Even in this earlier stratum of his
writing on marriage, however, we begin to see an important shift from
Augustine. What, fundamentally, is marriage? First, Aquinas says, it is a
kind of joining.

A joining denotes a kind of uniting, and so wherever things are united there must be
joining. Now things directed to one purpose are said to be united in their direction
thereto, thus many men are united in following one military calling or in pursuing
one business, in relation to which they are called fellow-soldiers or business part-
ners. Hence, since by marriage certain persons are directed to one begetting and
upbringing of children, and again to one vita domestica,43 it is clear that in matri-
mony there is a joining.”44

Marriage is a partnership defined by its two ends of rearing children and
making life together, a utilitarian arrangement like that of business partners.

As Aquinas matures, he increasingly emphasizes friendship between
spouses. Aquinas’s other great Summa, the Summa contra gentiles, was
finished in 1263, and here Aquinas takes a slightly different approach to
the question of marriage. He begins with a question of sexual ethics
reframed in Aristotelian terms. Asking why simple fornication (consensual,
nonmarital sex) is a sin, he ponders first the purpose of semen. Semen is not

one is most important. He does this also when stating which of the moral virtues
takes priority.

42 ST, Suppl., q. 65, a. 1 c. “Matrimonium ergo habet pro fine principali prolis
procreationem et educationem, qui fidem finis competit homini secundum naturam
sui generis, unde et animalibus est communis.” Salzman and Lawler note the curios-
ity of this approach: “It makes the claim that the primary end of specifically human
marriage is dictated by humanity’s generically animal nature” (Sexual Person 35,
emphasis original).

43 I leave the Latin here because the translation introduces ambiguity: “family
life” (for vita domestica) seems to presume children, whereas “home life” seems
closer to the original sense.

44 ST, Suppl., q. 44, a. 1 c.
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superfluous like sweat or urine, Aquinas reasons, but it has a purpose: the
propagation of the species. But men cannot just ejaculate children; they
have to be raised. So sex has to be undertaken only in contexts where
semen might attain its proper end.45 The natural society of man and woman
ordered to reproduction is marriage. He goes on to argue that marriage
must be indissoluble as a matter of equity, lest a man discard an older
woman for a younger, more nubile partner. After all, women do not need
men merely for reproduction, but to have someone to take care of them
because they are less rational than men.46

But in the same work, Aquinas argues against polygamy on grounds that
marriage is a friendship, and polygamy creates inequality in the properly-
equal marital friendship:

Besides, friendship consists in an equality. So, if it is not lawful for the wife to have
several husbands, since this is contrary to certainty as to offspring, it would not be
lawful, on the other hand, for a man to have several wives, for the friendship of wife
for husband would not be free, but somewhat servile. And this argument is corrob-
orated by experience, for among husbands having plural wives the wives have a
status like that of servants. Furthermore, strong friendship is not possible in regard
to many people, as is evident from the Philosopher in EthicsVIII [5]. Therefore, if a
wife has but one husband, but the husband has several wives, the friendship will not
be equal on both sides. So, the friendship will not be free, but servile in some way.47

And friendship enables indissolubility:

Furthermore, the greater that friendship is, the more solid and long-lasting will
[the marriage] be. Now, there seems to be the greatest friendship between husband
and wife, for they are united not only in the act of fleshly union, which produces a
certain gentle association even among beasts, but also in the partnership of the
whole range of domestic activity.48

For Aquinas, sex helps cement the natural friendship of partners, not only
indirectly through procreation but also intrinsically by the natural goodness
of sexual pleasure.49

45 See Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles (hereafter SCG) 3, chap. 122;
ET, Summa contra Gentiles, 4 vols. in 5, trans., intro, and notes Anton C. Pegis et al.
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 1975).

46 SCG 3, chap. 123 no. 3. See also ST 1, q. 92, a. 2: “woman is naturally subject to
man, because in man the discretion of reason predominates.”

47 SCG 3, chap. 124 no. 4.
48 SCG 3, chap. 123 no. 6. Note that Aquinas sees “a certain gentle association

even among beasts” associated with sex, while Galen noted postcoital sadness,
except for women and roosters: “Triste est omne animal post coitum, praeter
mulierem gallumque.”

49 Aquinas is gentler with bodily pleasure than Augustine. Here, a look at the
vices is instructive. To be intemperate may mean to be unreasonably controlled,
driven, or merely indulgent in sensory pleasures, but the opposite vice Aquinas calls
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Since marriage is a type of friendship, it will be helpful to examine more
closely Aquinas’s work on friendship in general. Curiously for this other-
wise ardent Aristotelian, Aquinas does not emphasize friendship in the
Summa theologiae as much as Aristotle did in the Nicomachean Ethics.
Aquinas scatters his account of friendship throughout the Summa
theologiae. His main exposition is found in his discussion of the theological
virtue of charity. He understands charity as a kind of friendship, which is
to “love someone so as to wish good for him,”50 in a way that is mutual
and “founded on some kind of communication.”51 Strikingly, he uses this
Aristotelian understanding of friendship to define charity as the friendship
of human beings for God,52 which Aristotle deemed impossible because of
the inequality of human and divine.

Aquinas’s consideration of friendship under the theological virtue of
charity leaves him discussing friendship in relation to charity, rather than
on its own terms. This tack is not without problems. For one thing, charity
is an infused virtue, not an acquired virtue. There is little for the human
being to do in gaining charity other than to eliminate barriers to its recep-
tion, while the same cannot be said for friendship. Further, Aquinas follows
an ambiguity in Aristotle to argue that friendship is consequent to virtue,
not itself virtuous,53 whereas Aristotle’s vision is that virtuous friends culti-
vate virtues in one another.54

The cardinal virtue of justice would seem to be a better place for
Aquinas to have discussed friendship. After all, justice generally speaking
“denotes essentially relation to another.”55 Since justice is an acquired

“insensibility.” It is a vice to underappreciate the natural sensory pleasures of life.
“Now nature has introduced pleasure into the operations that are necessary for
man’s life. Wherefore the natural order requires that man should make use of these
pleasures, in so far as they are necessary for man’s well-being, as regards the
preservation either of the individual or of the species. Accordingly, if anyone were
to reject pleasure to the extent of omitting things that are necessary for nature’s
preservation, he would sin, as acting counter to the order of nature. And this
pertains to the vice of insensibility” (ST 2–2, q. 142, a. 1 c).

50 ST 2–2, q. 23, a. 1 c. 51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
53 “The Philosopher . . . affirms that [friendship] is ‘either a virtue or with a

virtue.’” But “friendship for the virtuous is something consequent to virtue rather
than a virtue” (ST 2–2, q. 23, a. 3, ad 1).

54 In his later question on affability, Aquinas quotes Aristotle: “‘The perfect
friendship is that which is on account of virtue’” (ST 2–2, q. 114, a. 1, obj. 1). Aquinas
opines that friendship is twofold in Aristotle: mutual love, which, he says, can result
from any virtue, and mere friendliness, which is only external. Where Aristotle saw
friendship as a way those roughly equal in virtue help each other toward excellence,
Aquinas seems to see only the starting point of virtue.

55 ST 2–2, q. 58, a. 2 c.
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virtue (usually)56 and is concerned with relationships between people, to
consider friendship a subvirtue of justice would capture better the practiced
and mutual nature of friendship. Also, since justice is “a habit whereby a
man renders to each one his due by a constant and perpetual will,”57 con-
sidering friendship here would underscore the fundamentally social nature
of human beings—we owe each other friendship, and it is central to our
flourishing—and would point to the tendency of friendships between the
virtuous to last, due to that “constant and perpetual will.”

However, when Aquinas does consider friendship in the context of jus-
tice, he reduces his discussion to “friendliness,” or “affability,” which is the
virtue by which people “behave towards one another in a becoming man-
ner,” a virtue that in our time is more likely to be called “politeness” or
even “political correctness.”58 Affability “consists merely in outward words
or deeds; this has not the perfect nature of friendship, but bears a certain
likeness thereto,”59 Aquinas says. Affability is a social lubricant, not a forge
of virtue.

Aquinas considers marital friendship in his Commentary on the
Nicomachean Ethics (ca. 1271 to 1273). In his comments on Aristotle on
the friendship of marriage, he expands on the vita domestica he mentioned
in his Commentary on the Sentences. Whereas among animals pair bonding
is exclusively for mating,

union of male and female among men occurs not only for the procreation of
children but also for the functions needed in human living. These functions—it is
immediately apparent—are so divided between man and woman that some are
proper to the husband, like external works; and others to the wife, like sewing and
other domestic occupations. Thus mutual needs are provided for, when each con-
tributes his own services for the common good.60

What Aquinas describes here is a friendship of utility. In fact, he later
defines the vita domestica as a utilitarian friendship that includes a friendship
of pleasure. Finally, he begins to consider marital friendships as virtuous:

Conjugal friendship obviously has utility inasmuch as it furnishes a sufficiency for
family life. Likewise, it provides pleasure in the generative act, as is the case with
other animals. But when the husband and wife are virtuous, their friendship can be
based on virtue. In fact there is a virtue proper to both husband and wife that

56 According to Aquinas, God can infuse into the soul virtues that are otherwise
acquired by practice. See ST, 1–2, q.63, a. 3 c.

57 ST 2–2, q. 58, a. 1 c.
58 Aquinas considers affability to be a quasipotential part of justice, since it lacks

the force of debt, which is the matter of justice. See ST 2–2, q. 114, a. 2 c.
59 ST 2–2, q. 114, a. 1, ad 1.
60 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, 2 vols., trans. C. I.

Litzinger (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1964) 2:768 (8.1721), http://dhspriory.org/
thomas /Ethics8.htm#12.
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renders their friendship delightful to each other. Clearly, then, friendship of this
kind can be based on virtue, utility, and pleasure.61

Children stabilize marriage; they are something the husband and wife share
in common. However, spouses share more than children: “But what is
common continues and preserves friendship which also consists in sharing
[communicatio], as has been pointed out.”62

Aquinas does not pursue the details of what such communicatio looks
like in practice, concluding that in fact “this will be different for different
persons, for the same justice must not be observed toward friend, stranger,
comrade and disciple. Therefore, a study of this kind belongs to domestic
ethics or political science.”63 He points to the concept of a marriage of
virtue, but does not explicate it.

Late in the Summa theologiae (his work on it ended in 1273, about the
same time as his Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics), Aquinas con-
siders the unconsummated partnership of Mary and Joseph. Were they
then really married?

Marriage or wedlock is said to be true by reason of its attaining its perfection.
Now perfection of anything is twofold; first, and second. The first perfection of a
thing consists in its very form, from which it receives its species; while the second
perfection of a thing consists in its operation, by which in some way a thing attains
its end. Now the form of matrimony consists in a certain inseparable union of
souls, by which husband and wife are pledged by a bond of mutual affection that
cannot be sundered. And the end of matrimony is the begetting and upbringing of
children: the first of which is attained by conjugal intercourse; the second by the
other duties of husband and wife, by which they help one another in rearing
their offspring.64

In his earlier vision of marriage Aquinas spoke of a joining like that of
business partners, whose partnerships have no intrinsic meaning apart from
the purpose they share. They are essentially friendships of utility, perhaps
spiced with pleasure, if the partners enjoy each other’s company. Now
Aquinas says that the form of marriage—what makes marriage what it is—
is the inseparable union of spouses in a loving bond. The work of this bond is
its dual end of procreation and education of children and mutual help in the
work of life together. The primary perfection of the friendship was present
for Mary and Joseph, and the secondary was met in their sharing in life
together and in raising Jesus, though their union remained unconsummated.
The spousal relationship has become the definition of marriage, secondarily
served by its ends of procreation and shared life. The marital friendship of
virtue is served, but not summed up, by the friendships of pleasure and
utility within it.

61 Ibid. (8.1723). 62 Ibid. (8.1724).
63 Ibid. 2:769 (8.1725). 64 ST 3, q. 29, a. 2 c.
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In sum, Aquinas’s earliest work on marriage frames it as a utilitarian
partnership with a dual end, procreation and education of offspring, and
“una vita domestica.” He follows Augustine in seeing sex as generally
sinful: “there are only two ways in which married persons can come
together without any sin at all, namely in order to have offspring, and in
order to pay the debt. Otherwise it is always at least a venial sin.”65

Aquinas’s understanding of marriage develops through his life. In his later
writings he concludes that marriage is in essence a kind of friendship, a
bond that can be a bond of virtue. Serving that bond are two ends of
marriage: procreation and shared life. Aquinas does not develop the
specifics of a marital friendship of virtue.

Subsequent Catholic magisterial tradition on marriage and sexuality
tended to follow both Augustine and Aquinas, but emphasized the three
goods or ends of marriage, with procreation first and primary. The concept
of marital friendship, the fundamental frame in which both Augustine and
the mature Aquinas understood marriage, and specifically thinking of how
marriage could be a “school of virtue” for spouses, remained undeveloped.

REPRISE: WHAT HAPPENED TO CASTI CONNUBII?

A passage as intriguing as that from Casti connubii, with which this
article began, could not have gone without notice among commentators.
Salzman and Lawler observe that this passage was taken up as a papal call
for a personalist, rather than a principally procreative, model of marriage.66

The groundwork had already been laid by the phenomenologist Dietrich
von Hildebrand years earlier. Von Hildebrand rejected the received prior-
ity of procreation in marriage and held that the principal meaning of mar-
riage and marital sex is love: “As marriage is, in its nature, principally
a communion of love, so the meaning of physical consummation is not
restricted to its function as a means of procreation. . . . But this primary
end is not the only meaning of the physical act. Subjectively speaking, it is
not even its primary meaning.”67

65 ST Suppl, q. 49, a. 5 c.
66 Salzman and Lawler, Sexual Person 38.
67 Dietrich von Hildebrand, Marriage: The Mystery of Faithful Love (1929;

repr., Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute, 1991) 25. The book was developed from
talks given in 1923. In her introduction to the 1991 edition, Hildebrand’s wife, Alice,
says her husband’s work received the endorsement of the future Pope Pius XII:
“My husband sought the approval of Church authority. So he turned to His Emi-
nence Cardinal Pacelli, then the Papal Nuncio in Munich. To this future pope (Pius
XII), my husband expounded his views, and to his joy, received from the future
Pontiff a full endorsement of his position” (http://catholiceducation.org /articles/
marriage/mf0003.html). Alice von Hildebrand also notes the approval of John Paul
II: “Pope John Paul II has . . . referred to my husband as ‘one of the great ethical
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Herbert Doms also took Casti connubii’s framing of marriage in a per-
sonalist direction, arguing that the principal meaning of sex lay in its capacity
to unite lovers. He cites Aquinas as holding that the principal end of mar-
riage is procreation and education of children, and other ends are subordi-
nate to this end. For Doms, it is sex that enables the unity of spouses:

By marriage we mean the enduring love-relationship of two grown-up persons
of different sex, who come together to form one indivisible and indissoluble
community of life in which they can fulfil and help each other. The supreme
point of intimacy in this community occurs when they become one in the marriage
act. . . . This vital two-in-oneship is to some extent a purpose in itself. But it also
acts powerfully on the personalities of husband and wife, though in such a way
that the individuality and independence of each is not lost in the union.68

Neither of these authors pursued the implicit language of virtue in Casti
connubii, but employed a different methodology altogether. Neither author
advocated a revision of ecclesiastical sexual norms—indeed, they are now
being invoked as influences shaping John Paul II’s theology of the body.69

John Paul did not explicitly refer to Doms or von Hildebrand as an influ-
ence (John Paul is said to have acknowledged his debt to von Hildebrand in
an audience with his widow70), but the similarity of language of total self-
gift in sex and complementarity of spouses, not to mention a shared phe-
nomenological methodology, make a comparison unavoidable.

Von Hildebrand’s and Doms’s personalist view of sex was slapped down,
however, first by the Holy Office in 1944,71 then by Pius XII in his
“Address to Italian Midwives”:

“Personal values” and the need to respect such are a theme which, over the last
twenty years or so, has been considered more and more by writers. In many of their

thinkers of the twentieth century’” (http://www.hildebrandlegacy.org/main.cfm?r1=
5.00&ID=3&level=1).

68 Herbert Doms, The Meaning of Marriage (Lanham, MD: Sheed & Ward,
1939) 95.

69 See, e.g., Kevin Schemenauer, Conjugal Love and Procreation: Dietrich von
Hildebrand’s Superabundant Integration (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2011) 35 n. 27:
“While Wojtyla does not quote or reference von Hildebrand, their similarities here
and elsewhere indicate that von Hildebrand’s works may have exerted influence on
the thought of Wojtyla”; and Thomas Howard citation in n. 70 below. For a link
between theology of the body and Doms, see Grabowski, Sex and Virtue 86, where
Wojtyla’s thought on marriage is described as “building on these early analyses.”

70 “In an audience granted to von Hildebrand’s widow in January 1980, John
Paul II forthrightly acknowledged his own intellectual debt to von Hildebrand,
especially in the matter of marriage” (Thomas Howard, “A Portrait of Dietrich
von Hildebrand,” http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?id=2829&
CFID=102693446&CFTOKEN=47297628).

71 Congregation of the Holy Office, Decretum, De finibus matrimonii, Acta
apostolicae sedis 36 (1944) 103.
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works, even the specifically sexual act has its place assigned, that of serving the
“person” of the married couple. The proper and most profound sense of the exer-
cise of conjugal rights would consist in this, that the union of bodies is the expres-
sion and the realization of personal and affective union. . . . Now, the truth is that
matrimony, as an institution of nature, in virtue of the Creator’s will, has not as a
primary and intimate end the personal perfection of the married couple but the
procreation and upbringing of a new life. The other ends, inasmuch as they are
intended by nature, are not equally primary, much less superior to the primary end,
but are essentially subordinated to it.72

Marriage, then, is about sex, and the procreative end of sex determines the
primary purpose of marriage. Some subsequent work on von Hildebrand
has suggested that Pius’s target was Doms, who was more directly con-
frontative of the standard reading of Aquinas than was von Hildebrand,
but the text of Pius’s allocution did not name the writers it sought to
rein in.73

Vatican II’s constitution Gaudium et spes (GS) rejected Pius XII’s and
the Catholic tradition’s hierarchical view of the ends of marriage. GS iden-
tified two ends of marriage, the procreation and education of children, and
the union of husband and wife through which “they experience the mean-
ing of their oneness and attain to it with growing perfection day by day.”74

Here again we hear the language of perfection in connection with marriage.
The council begins its consideration of marriage with a definition: “The

intimate partnership of life and the love which constitutes the married life”
(GS no. 48). Married love is the human affection that “embraces the good

72 Pius XII, Allocution to Midwives, October 29, 1951, http://www.ewtn.com/
library/PAPALDOC/P511029.HTM.

73 “Those who comment on von Hildebrand’s Marriage, for the most part, treat
his account of procreation in one of two ways. One reading argues that von
Hildebrand offers insightful remarks on conjugal love but inadequately treats
procreation. The second interpretation proposes that he makes an authentic
contribution to the Catholic tradition with his remarks on conjugal love without
compromising the tradition’s emphasis on procreation” (Kevin D. Schemenauer,
“Dietrich von Hildebrand on Procreation: The Primary and Superabundant End
of Marriage” [PhD diss., Catholic University of America, 2009] 7). Note that
Schemenauer’s topic is sex and procreation, not marriage. Still, reading von Hildebrand
as consonant with the procreation-first understanding of tradition seems to contra-
dict the plain sense of the texts of both von Hildebrand and Pius XII, at least in
von Hildebrand’s early writing cited here.

74 GS no. 48, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vat-ii_cons_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html. The section on marriage
in GS reads more like the minutes of a debate than a single coherent argument.
For an account of the wrangling, see Bernhard Häring, “Fostering the Nobility of
Marriage and Family,” in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 5,
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler
(New York: Crossroad, 1989) 225–45.
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of the whole person” (GS no. 49), and the physical (presumably the Council
Fathers mean sexual) expression of that love is an element and a sign of the
“friendship” (GS no. 49) of marriage. The virtues mentioned concerning
this holistic partnership include fidelity, courage, affection, and chastity,
though a systematic account is not offered.

Procreation is powerfully affirmed as an end and a good of marriage:

Marriage and conjugal love are by their nature ordained toward the begetting and
educating of children. Children are really the supreme gift of marriage. . . . Hence,
while not making the other purposes of matrimony of less account, the true practice
of conjugal love, and the whole meaning of the family life which results from it,
have this aim: that the couple be ready with stout hearts to cooperate with the love
of the Creator and the Savior, who through them will enlarge and enrich His own
family day by day.75

Married couples are to see procreation and education of children as their
“proper mission,” and procreation is spoken of as a duty (GS no. 50).

The council recognized two distinguishable and nonhierarchial ends of
marriage. However, one of them is qualified: “marriage to be sure is not
instituted solely for procreation.” Instead, marriage “maintains its value
and indissolubility, even when despite the often intense desire of the cou-
ple, offspring are lacking” (GS no. 50). Literal procreation is not required
for marriage, but only that the couple recognize and affirm the procreative
dimension of the marital relationship.76 While not ranked as primary and
secondary, the two ends are not exactly parallel either—marriage is a
friendship with a procreative end, but not solely a procreative end. Mar-
riage is defined as the relationship itself.

Paul VI’s Humanae vitae (HV) is properly an encyclical about sexual
ethics within marriage (specifically about licit means of regulation of
births) in light of the council’s ends of marriage. Paul interprets GS’s two
ends of marriage as inseparable meanings of sex acts within marriage. He
describes marital love as a broad concept: “This love is . . . an act of the free
will, whose trust is such that it is meant not only to survive the joys and
sorrows of daily life, but also to grow, so that husband and wife become in a

75 GS no. 50. Sex (described demurely by the council as “the actions within
marriage by which the couple are united intimately and chastely”) is affirmed as a
means by which spouses “promote that mutual self-giving by which spouses enrich
each other with a joyful and a ready will” (GS 49). Sex, then, serves marriage by
promoting its ends.

76 Marriage is defined as ordered to procreation in canon law: a couple’s refusal
to consider parenthood renders their consent invalid (cc. 1055, 1096, 1101). Known
sterility does not invalidate marriage (c. 1083). At the same time, the church’s
willingness to marry people who are known to be sterile seems to fly in the face of
the requirement of openness to procreation: in what way can one be said to be
“open” to an event that is known to be a biological impossibility?
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way one heart and one soul, and together attain their human fulfillment”
(HV no. 9).77

This love is total, faithful, and fecund. Marital love “is not confined
wholly to the loving interchange of husband and wife; it also contrives
to go beyond this to bring new life into being” (HV no. 9). Although
spouses “develop that union of two persons in which they perfect one
another,” they do so in “cooperating with God in the generation and
rearing of new lives” (HV no. 8). To be in a marital relationship of
mutual perfection is to procreate, or at least to try to procreate. Theodore
Mackin explains:

Because he has made this claim for sexual intercourse within marriage [Saint] Paul
has by implication made it for marriage itself. The two meanings, unitive and
procreative, are essential to it and inseparable from it. If these two characteristics
are not found within a relationship, at least in intention, it is not a marriage.78

Openness to procreation has become a marker for the total self-gift that
characterizes marital love.79

John Paul II’s theology of the body, relying on his version of personal-
ism, implicitly prioritizes the procreative end of marriage over the unitive
end: a sexual relationship cannot be truly unitive unless it is open to
procreation. Again, sex, specifically procreation, becomes the standard by
which union is measured. John Paul’s foundation for understanding mar-
riage is scriptural:

Genesis 2:24 speaks of the finality of man’s [sic] masculinity and femininity, in the
life of the spouses-parents. Uniting with each other so closely as to become “one
flesh,” they will subject, in a way, their humanity to the blessing of fertility, namely,
“procreation,” of which the first narrative speaks. (Gen. 1:28) Man comes “into

77 http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/paul_vi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_
25071968_humanae-vitae_en.html.

78 Theodore Mackin, “The Second Vatican Council and Humanae Vitae,” in
Marriage 57–71, at 66.

79 While some read HV as “stand[ing] together” with GS (John T. Noonan Jr.,
Contraception: A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and Canonists,
enlarged ed. [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1986] 536), others see a greater
disjunction: “In comparison with Gaudium et Spes, Humanae Vitae is perceptively
narrower. . . . It prefers to speak in terms of nature rather than of person. . . . The
very much more complex criteria of marital fertility and birth control presented in
Gaudium et Spes, and the mention which it makes of the danger to marriage when
the intimacy of married life is broken off (1 Cor 7:5), are passed over in Humanae
Vitae by reference to the biological laws which are part of the human person
(art. 10). . . . Gaudium et Spes would, of course, have left room for a different answer
from the Pope [on “artificial” contraception] and would have provided the pream-
ble to it” (Leonhard M. Weber, “Excursus on Humanae Vitae,” in Commentary on
the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 5, 397–402, at 398–99).
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being” with consciousness of this finality of his own masculinity-femininity, that is,
of his own sexuality.80

Human sexuality calls us to a personal union, not to a merely bodily
union, and the echo of animals’ procreative instinct in human sex demon-
strates this truth:

Both texts of Genesis, the first and the second narrative of the creation of man,
connected sufficiently the perspective of procreation with the fundamental charac-
teristic of human existence in the personal sense. Consequently, the analogy of the
human body and of sex in relation to the world of animals—which we can call
analogy “of nature”—is also raised, in a way, in both narratives (though in a
different way in each), to the level of “image of God” and to the level of the person
and communion between persons.81

In John Paul’s understanding, the Genesis texts link human sexuality (mas-
culinity or femininity) essentially to procreation. The basically procreative
meaning of sexuality itself is demonstrated by its analogy to procreative
animal sex.82 Human beings, unlike other animals, experience sexual instinct
in a holistic way that calls us to true personal union with a sexual partner.
Procreation is the blessing that shows that we have sought the right kind of
partner in our yearning to connect with another, and reveals the true
meaning of masculinity and femininity.

Human sex is more than a mere meeting of gametes. Because the pope
posits an essential masculine or feminine character in men and women, we
meet our partners not just in the complementarity of biological procre-
ation, but in their affective, emotional, and spiritual complementarity. Cru-
cial here, however, is what drives the pope’s argument: regardless of how
one might specify exactly what those masculine and feminine traits are, our
integrity as body/soul composites means that a sexual partner must be
heterogenitally complementary, or we misunderstand the meaning of sexu-
ality itself. In effect, the unitive end of marriage and sex is subsumed into the
procreative end: unless a sexual relationship is potentially procreative (at
least by being heterosexual), the question of union is moot or misplaced.83

80 John Paul II, “The Nuptial Meaning of the Body,” general audience, January 9,
1980, http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii /audiences/catechesis_genesis/
documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_19800109_en.html.

81 Ibid.
82 John Paul short-changes animal sex. While for most species, sex is narrowly

procreative, in a number of intelligent species, including some apes most closely
related to humans philogenetically, sex has social functions unrelated to pro-
creation. The bonobo (Pan paniscus) is one example. See, e.g., Frans B. M. deWaal,
“Bonobo Sex and Society,” Scientific American 273.3 (March 1995) 82–88.

83 In his 1981 apostolic exhortation Familiaris consortio, John Paul speaks of the
family as a school of social virtue for children (citing Paul VI’s 1965 Gravissimum
educationis), and of the family as a witness to Christian virtue for those outside the
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To summarize: the most influential voices in Catholic moral tradition on
marriage are Augustine and Aquinas. Much of Catholic moral tradition has
tended to read them as asserting procreation as the primary end of mar-
riage, with other ends of secondary importance. As I have shown, this is an
unnuanced interpretation of their work. Rather, marriage must be evalu-
ated in light of the friendship of spouses that the institution serves. Against
the received procreation-first tradition, Pius XI wrote of the mutual perfec-
tion of spouses being the “chief reason and purpose” of marriage construed
“more widely,” a cryptic phrase that contributed to a revision of the theol-
ogy of marriage by personalist theologians. This was squelched by Pius XII,
who insisted that the primary end of marriage is procreation, not the mutual
perfection of the couple.Gaudium et spes, however, followed neither Pius XI
nor Pius XII, preferring to assert a dual end for marriage in which the bond
of partners—what I have been calling friendship—holds value equal to
marriage’s procreative end. Subsequent magisterial tradition has tended to
reemphasize the procreative end of marriage as that which defines and
delimits union. Rather than seeing marriage as a life-encompassing part-
nership of mutual perfection in virtue, marriage has been interpreted far
more narrowly as a matter of sexual ethics.

A METHODOLOGICAL CODA: HOW TO PROCEED AND WHY

There remains the question Aquinas ducked: What, exactly, might a
marital friendship of virtue look like? What are the virtues cultivated in
this highest form of friendship in the context of committed life together?
I will not try to answer that question here; I want only to point to two
methodological points that will guide ethicists and others in an investigation
in that direction.84

family (citing Lumen gentium), but with regard to virtues related to the married
couple, the only virtue the late pope specifies is chastity.

84 While my comments here are methodological, a number of scholars are
exploring questions of marriage and family, including some with a virtue-ethics
foundation. One place to start is Curran and Rubio, Marriage. See also David
Cloutier, Love, Reason, and God’s Story: An Introduction to Catholic Sexual Ethics
(Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s, 2008). David Cloutier and William Mattison explore
the theology of the body in Sexuality and the U.S. Catholic Church: Crisis and
Renewal, ed. Lisa Sowle Cahill, John Garvey, and T. Frank Kennedy, S.J. (NewYork:
Crossroad, 2006) 18–31 and 32–51. Cahill takes a social-ethical approach to family
in Family: A Christian Social Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000). For a com-
munitarian perspective, see David Matzko McCarthy, Sex and Love in the Home: A
Theology of the Household, 2nd rev. ed. (London: SCM, 2010). Jana Marguerite
Bennett explores Augustine inWater Is Thicker than Blood: An Augustinian Theol-
ogy of Marriage and Singlehood (New York: Oxford University, 2008).
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My first methodological note is Aristotelian: virtues are inductively
derived. It is a commonplace to critique Aristotle’s list of particular virtues
in Nicomachean Ethics as reflecting a human ideal that looks much like a
description of a successful free Athenian male. Exactly—Aristotle derived
his list of virtues by looking around at who seemed to him to be flourish-
ing. He is clearer about the nature of virtue and its acquisition, but it
comes down to naming particular virtues, his account is neither structured
nor exhaustive.

What does Aristotle’s inductive approach to virtues mean for marriage?
A good starting point for discerning virtues is to look around and ask
around. For example, Stephanie Coontz’s Marriage, A History points to nu-
merous factors across time affecting how marital decisions were made, by
whom, with what larger economic, social, and sometimes political purposes,
and in light of shifting gender ideologies.85 Coontz mainly engages Western
sources, but since marriage is a cross-cultural reality (sometimes within a
single marriage), different cultural and historical voices will be important if
we seek a truly human, not only a Western, understanding of marriage.

At the same time, an inductive approach does not mean that virtues boil
down to a “majority rules” on human flourishing. Instead, a rigorous virtue
ethics of marriage will interrogate the values implicit in various ways of life
in light of other cultural ideas and experience, other individuals’ ideas and
experiences, Christian tradition, other religious traditions, the human sci-
ences and arts, and all avenues by which truth is mediated. In this approach,
human flourishing may be explicated in a shared project of discovery that is
aided by a spirit of humility, dialogue, and anticipation. Christians begin
this project aware of the reality of the corrosive effect of personal and
social sin in our lives, and also aware of the constant offer of grace to help
us through.

Second, a Thomistic methodological point: in his work, Aquinas draws
on an extraordinarily broad range of sources, in accord with his conviction
that all truths participate in the one truth that is in the mind of God. So in
his work Aquinas put Aristotle’s inductive method into his big basket of
truth with Platonic deductive thought, implicitly creating a dialectic.86

We derive our moral anthropology (which yields our account of human
flourishing, and so an account of the virtues) inductively. As Jean Porter

85 Stephanie Coontz, Marriage, A History: How Love Conquered Marriage
(New York: Penguin, 2006).

86 Aquinas exercises this cross-check, e.g., when he asks whether the cardinal
virtues are correctly enumerated. He contends that whether we consider how the
good of reason may be subdivided (a deductive argument from the nature of
reason itself) or argue from the human powers perfectible by virtues (an inductive
argument from moral anthropology), we get the same four cardinal virtues (ST 1–2,
q. 61, a. 2 c).
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has argued, a natural law reading of the human person is inherently provi-
sional and incomplete, but it can at least get us closer to the truth about
ourselves.87 When we place this account of human flourishing in dialogue
with our account of the virtues of a particular practice, they cross-check
each other.88 Practices like marriage reveal aspects of human flourishing
that might not be appreciated adequately without cross-culturally examin-
ing this central and nearly universal institution. At the same time, if an
aspect of an endeavor is corrosive to character, then the activity itself
requires revision or rejection.

An easy example of a conflict between human flourishing and cultural
norms of marriage is subjugation of wives. The a priori subjugation of
women to men in some cultures’ norms for marriage conflicts with the
equal human dignity of men and women. If marriage required subjugation
of women, it would be morally wrong, just as slavery is morally wrong, and,
like slavery, it must be rejected.89 (Some feminists have argued that women’s
subjugation is essential to marriage, and that therefore the institution is
intrinsically corrupt. That remains a minority view.) Or we could critique
and refine the concept and practice of marriage so that women flourish as
well as men. As we look for the virtues of marriage, we can rule out any
that require female subordination because it harms women.

So there is work to be done. We should begin by listening to the experi-
ence of married couples, aware that no marriage is perfect, but that there is
wisdom to be found in striving for the “mutual perfection” of which Pius XI
wrote. The broader the range of voices heard, the more nuanced our
understanding of the range of possibilities of the institution becomes. The
social sciences will be especially helpful, as sociological data reveals a variety
of ways of expressing the mutual perfection possible in married life.90 We
should cast our nets broadly, engaging all the modes of human knowing at
our disposal.

87 Jean Porter,Nature as Reason: A Thomistic Theory of the Natural Law (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005) 116.

88 Another kind of cross-check is implicit in Alasdair MacIntyre’s three-legged
morality of practice, virtue, and tradition: After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory,
3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2007).

89 A similar point can be made about harmful aspects of other practices as well.
For example, if becoming a doctor involves a lifestyle of vast overwork that is incom-
patible with maintaining a healthy personal and relational life outside the hospital,
then either medicine is a vicious practice, or we must reevaluate the centrality to
medical practice of having physicians working half-stunned from lack of sleep and
cut off from family life.

90 E.g., see Arlene Skolnick, “Grounds for Marriage: How Relationships Succeed
or Fail,” in Family in Transition, ed. Arlene S. Skolnick and Jerome H. Skolnick,
15th ed. (San Francisco: Pearson Education, 2009) 192–201.
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And we do so with a Thomistic cross-check: the virtues of marriage must
be conducive to the flourishing of spouses individually, together, together
with children, and for society as a whole. Given the stresses women (espe-
cially) have historically experienced in marriage, our cross-check comes with
a “hermeneutic of suspicion” regarding the possibility that personal and
social sin may influence particular expressions of marriage, or those of a
particular culture or historical era. Yet we proceed, confident that marriage
can be a locus of formation in virtue, and that grace always accompanies us.

CONCLUSION

In this article I have examined friendship, virtue, and marriage in the
work of Augustine and Aquinas, two basic sources for Catholic ethics of
marriage. These foundational figures for Catholic theology have more to
offer the contemporary discussion of marriage than is usually recognized—
their theology of marriage cannot be reduced to a “procreation-first!” sound
bite. Their considering marriage as serving the friendship of spouses and
marriage as a friendship potentially of virtue is an underrecognized aspect
of their work.

Even less explored is the particular character of marital friendship. If
friendship is, as Aristotle said, “a virtue or involves virtue,”91 what virtues,
and why? What are the characteristic virtues that may be found in, and
sought in, Christian marriage? That question remains, but should be
approached via the fundamentally inductive methodology of virtue ethics,
employing a Thomistic cross-check of the goods of marriage with the goods
of the human person adequately considered.

What the virtue approach offers us is an invitation to think of marriage as
a primary locus of development of character. Against romantic views of
torrid and conflict-free romance that lasts forever, virtue ethics insists that
marriage is not magic. It is work—as any long-married couple will attest.
To be specific, it is formational work, the work of reflective practice to
cultivate virtue. The first opportunity of a virtue approach to marriage is
that we will be better able pastorally and personally to support people in
their marriages. If we want to be helpful to married people, especially those
who are struggling in their marriages, we might begin by defining well the
qualities of character that the institution gives one an opportunity to
develop, and that are the marks of good marriages.

Second, such an approach might serve as a starting point in a program of
formation for marriage. Couples who wish to marry sacramentally in the
church are required to undergo “Pre-Cana” preparation. While some
marriage preparation programs are well received, others are regarded as

91 NE 1155a.
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laughable or utterly irrelevant,92 a hoop to be jumped through for the prize
of being allowed to marry in the sanctuary. Many Catholics simply do not
bother. A virtue-based marriage preparation program might begin with a
shared reflection on what the good life for married people looks like,
undertaken in the context of a Christian community of prayer and engage-
ment with tradition.

Third, we live in an era when marriage is no longer regarded as necessary
in order to have a morally right sexual relationship. At present, a majority
of adults have cohabited with a partner at some point in their lives, up from
about one-third in 1987.93 Rather than simply dismissing all non-marital
sexual relationships as gravely sinful, perhaps a better pastoral strategy
might be to offer unmarried people, those dating and those cohabiting, a
spiritually and humanly resonant vision of what might be hoped for in
intimate relationships. Our tradition has much more to say than “marriage
is for sex and sex is for children.” At least so said Augustine and Aquinas.

Much more needs to be said and done in terms of defining how we might
characterize the virtues of a good marriage. But it is a worthwhile task: the
virtues of marriage are not rules; they are aspects of human flourishing.
And who does not want that?

92 On her eight hours of Pre-Cana preparation, one woman reflected: “The
program seemed designed to weed out couples who absolutely should not marry,
but it offered no tools or guidance for the rest of us” (private communication, used
with permission).

93 In 2010, 58% of women aged 19 to 44 reported having cohabited with an
opposite-sex partner, up from 33% of a similar group in 1987. See Richard Fry and
D’Vera Cohn, “Living Together: The Economics of Cohabitation,” Pew Research
Center, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/06/27/living-together-the-economics-
of-cohabitation/.
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