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Traces of a Spirituality of Marriage in the Roman-Catholic Church 
After the Second Vatican Council 

	
Martin M. Lintner, Brixen1 

 
A look at the tradition of the Latin Church reveals how difficult it had found for centuries 

to appreciate the “beauty of human love,” which also includes sexual intimacy. Instead, sexu-
al love was tolerated as a necessary evil only within the context of the doctrine on the purpose 
of marriage. The Second Vatican Council implemented a change and made it possible to re-
discover and re-evaluate the importance of sexual intimacy for the Christian understanding of 
marriage or for a spirituality of marriage, thanks not the least to the reaffirmation of biblical 
statements about marriage and conjugal love. So the preparatory document for the Third Ex-
traordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops2  in October 2014 summarizes the 
Church’s teaching on marriage and family while calling her foundations in biblical and salva-
tion history to mind. It speaks inter alia of the “extraordinary beauty of human love – already 
celebrated in a heightened manner inspired by the Song of Songs, and the bond of marriage 
called for and defended by prophets such as Hosea (cf. Hosea 1:2, 3.3) and Malachi (cf. Mal 
2:13-16), – Jesus affirmed the original dignity of the married love of man and woman”.  

 
 
1. The redefinition of the doctrine on marriage by the Second Vatican Council 
 
The change that the Second Vatican Council, especially in Gaudium et Spes, No. 48-52, 

implemented in the field of teaching on marriage and the family is well known.3 Three main 
aspects will be discussed in this paper, which are (1) the rediscovery of the personal dimen-
sion of the marriage bond, (2) overcoming a biologistically narrow view that has attributed 
priority to the function of procreation in the so-called doctrine on the purpose of marriage, 
and finally, (3) the positive interpretation of conjugal love. With that, the body-critical and 
(mind-body-)dualistic tendencies, which had stayed with the Church’s teaching on sexual 
morality since the patristic times, were overcome.4 It should be noted that through the centu-
ries the position of the Church has oscillated between an unmistakably negative attitude to-

																																																													
1 In this article the author draws upon several of his relevant publications and builds upon them against the back-
ground of the presented theme. In particular, reference is made to: Den Eros entgiften. Plädoyer für eine trag-
fähige Sexualmoral und Beziehungsethik, Innsbruck / Brixen 22012, esp. 111-116; “Die Morallehre des Konzils: 
Kontinuität und Diskontinuität am Beispiel der Lehre über Ehe und Familie,” in Jörg Ernesti et al. (Hgg.), 
Selbstbesinnung und Öffnung für die Moderne: 50 Jahre II. Vatikanisches Konzil, Paderborn u. a. 2013, 95–122; 
“‘Alles an dir ist schön, und schön ist deine Liebe.’ Das Ringen um eine neue Sprache in der Sexualmoral: nur 
eine Frage der Rhetorik?,” in Konrad Glomibk (Hg.), Glaube und Moral. Theologische Argumentation in der 
gesellschaftlichen Debatte der Gegenwart (= Colloquia Theologica, Bd. 18), Opole 2013, 85–101. The author 
thanks Dr. Angela Ilić, Mainz, for the English translation. 
2 Pastoral Challenges to the Family in the Context of Evangelization; see: 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_20131105_iii-assemblea-sinodo-
vescovi_en.html (10. November 2013). 
3 See for example Lintner, Die Morallehre des Konzils: Kontinuität und Diskontinuität am Beispiel der Lehre 
über Ehe und Familie. 
4 Joseph Ratzinger, however, issues the criticism in his commentary on Gaudium et Spes that a real surmounting 
of the dualistic conception had not been achieved (see LThK2 Erg.-Bd. 3, 322-325). 
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ward sexuality – considering in particular sexual desire and the feeling of pleasure as some-
thing animalistic and sinful – on the one hand and the defense of their legitimacy and dignity 
within sacramental marriage on the other hand. The ontological goodness of the body and the 
sacramentality of conjugal love have always been defended against a radical dualism in the 
Gnosis or in the doctrine of the Cathars. This ambivalent attitude in the Christian tradition 
could be appropriately described as an “anti-pleasure friendliness toward the body” because 
the appreciation of the body, without which even the belief in the resurrection of the body 
would be obsolete, has remained preserved in spite of all the reservations about physical 
needs and urges.  

 
1.1 The (Non-)Reception of the Doctrine on Marriage of the Council of Trent in GS 48-52  
 
In addressing the doctrine of marriage in GS 48-52, it is interesting to consider the doctrine 

of the sacrament of matrimony by the Council of Trent, and to visualize its reception history 
up to the 20th century and its influence on the Second Vatican Council.5 The Council of Trent 
adopted two decrees on the sacrament of marriage on 11 November 1563. The better-known 
second decree, “Tametsi”6 represents a reform decree, which redefined the formal obligations 
of marriage. On the other hand, the first, theologically and content-wise more significant de-
cree features the teaching on marriage in an introduction and twelve canons.7 This introduc-
tion was added to the canons in the final phase. It is a dense text, which in its content stands 
out from both the Augustinian and scholastic-Aristotelian traditions and from canon law.8 It is 
striking that “familiar” terms of the time, such as “purposes” and “goods” of marriage, “con-
tract,” “matrimonium ratum et consumatum” are missing from this concise presentation of the 
doctrine of marriage. Instead, words such as “bond” (nexus, vinculum), “natural love” (natu-
ralis amor), “unity/oneness” (unitas), “spouses” (conjuges) are mentioned. The basic message 
of this very concentrated preface can be summarized as follows: the marriage in which two 
spouses are connected in a perpetual and indissoluble bond is justified through creation theol-
ogy and reinforced through the teaching of Christ as an expression of the salvific will of God. 
“In the relationship (natural love, indissoluble unity) of the spouses with one another the same 
dynamic is at work as in the relationship between Christ and the Church. It is the mystery of 
grace, the mystery of love, which sacrifices itself for the other. In the New Covenant (in lege 
evangelica) marriage is distinguished by this grace of Christ and is therefore a sacrament.”9 
Notably, the text speaks of the love and unity between husband and wife, but not of the prog-

																																																													
5 For the following see Benno Malfer, “Die Lehre vom Sakrament der Ehe vom Konzil von Trient bis zum II. 
Vatikanischen Konzil. Eine Überlieferungsgeschichte?,” in Patrimonium fidei. Traditionsgeschichtliches Ver-
stehen am Ende? Festschrift für Magnus Löhrer und Pius-Ramon Tragan [= Studia Anselmiana, vol. 124], Rom 
1995, 749–758.  
6 DH 1813-1816. 
7 DH 1797-1812. 
8 See Malfer, “Die Lehre vom Sakrament der Ehe vom Konzil von Trient bis zum II. Vatikanischen Konzil,” 
751. 
9 Malfer, “Die Lehre vom Sakrament der Ehe vom Konzil von Trient bis zum II. Vatikanischen Konzil,” 751-
752. 
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eny.10 The canons that follow do not address the question or importance of procreation for 
marriage, either. 

 
The history of the influence this text has exerted on scholarship has remained sketchy up to 

this day. In the instances when this text is referenced in the Modern Era it is done so – as 
Benno Malfer demonstrates – with a notable shift in interest. For example, Catechismus 
Romanus employs this text less as a reflection on the nature of marriage than as a practical 
pastoral instruction on how to reliably instruct married couples on the nature of marriage. The 
introductory text is explicitly cited by Pope Leo XIII in the encyclical Arcanum divinae sapi-
entiae but even this example reveals a significant shift in how the text is utilized: the Pope 
emphasizes the identity of sacrament and contract, which he uses to underline the exclusive 
legal right of the Church concerning marriage and “to reject the practice of the obligatory civ-
il wedding as an illegitimate form of expanding state power.” He does this to confront the 
claims of modern nation states as well as state-church-oriented positions such as Gallicanism 
and Josephinism. Thus an important element of the medieval tradition was revived, namely 
that of the contract (contractum). In the medieval teaching the emphasis on the contractual 
nature of marriage concerned the thoroughly humanizing and emancipatory meaning of the 
free consensus of both partners, so that the marriage could occur as a contract between free 
legal subjects (see the teaching on matrimonium ratum). However, the modern emphasis on 
the identity of the contract and sacrament caused a juridification of marriage and promoted its 
narrowing onto certain aspects of the tradition, namely on the understanding of marriage as a 
partnership of convenience. Such an interpretation was aimed primarily at the production of 
offspring and in which the marital consummation is considered to be less as an expression of 
love and much more as exercising the right to the body of the other partner, which the two 
partners accord each other, with which the indissolubility of a valid marriage contract is thus 
sealed (see the doctrine of matrimonium ratum et consumatum and the tradition of ius in cor-
pus).11 

 
The Council Fathers of Vatican II deliberately wanted to set a new course, although it can 

be debated whether they did so in discontinuity with (at least the recent) tradition or through 
rethinking the biblical statements about marriage and in continuity with the tradition of the 
Early Church.12 In the deliberate and strong emphasis on the personal dimension of marriage, 
which is understood as a “partnership of life and love” (see GS 48), the probably just as delib-
erate rejection of the concept of a contract and the emphasis on the fact that marriage is a cov-
enant, are also established.13 Likewise, the overcoming of a biologistically narrow view of 

																																																													
10 The Old Testament reference is made to Gen 2:23f and not to Gen 1:26-28 or to the call to fruitfulness con-
tained therein, which has been crucial for the moral legitimation of the conjugal act since Augustine. 
11 See CIC/1917, Can. 1081: „§ 1. Matrimonium facit partium consensus inter personas iure habiles legitime 
manifestatus; qui nulla humana potestate suppleri valet. § 2. Consensus matrimonialis est actus voluntatis quo 
utraque pars tradit et acceptat ius in corpus, perpetuum et exclusivum, in ordine ad actus per se aptos ad prolis 
generationem.“ 
12 For this see Lintner, Die Morallehre des Konzils. 
13 The relevant Council Commission did not include the term “contract” in the text of GS 48-52, in spite of the 
repeated interventions of a minority within the council. See Bernhard Häring Kommentar zum ersten Kapitel des 
zweiten Teils von GS, in: LThK2.E 3, 425-447, hier: 429. 
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sexuality, which is based on the doctrine of the three hierarchically positioned purposes of 
marriage, has allowed for a positive interpretation of sexual love.  

 
Although some of the wording in GS 48-52 is strongly reminiscent of the introductory text 

to the twelve canons of the Council of Trent, the text is neither quoted nor cited as a source, 
which is surprising to say the least when you consider that the Council Fathers could have 
supported their redefinition of the marriage doctrine – particularly the emphasis on the cove-
nant nature of marriage and the importance of love for marriage – through the tradition argu-
ment or a weighty council statement, which had not been called into question by a council 
minority that is concerned with a strict continuity of tradition. Statements such as “it is for-
bidden to claim that love in marriage is essential”14 are namely contrary to the text from the 
Council of Trent, in which the “perfection of natural love” is mentioned and the love between 
the spouses is related to the love of Christ for the Church (see Eph 5:25-32). In the end, this is 
on which the sacramentality of marriage founded. 

The way Malfer interprets it is that this is hardly an oversight; instead, the absence of any 
mention of the Trent preface in GS is again an expression of the fact that the interest of the 
Council Fathers has shifted. The text was meant to provide a response to new challenges, alt-
hough it should be noted that they did this within the framework of CIC/1917, which was 
applicable then, and in which the identity of the contract and sacrament as well as the hierar-
chical marriage purpose doctrine were laid down.15 The aforementioned discussion of the de-
mands in the form of natural law by modern nation states and the jurisdictional disputes be-
tween state and church did not play a primary role anymore; instead it was more about the 
basic idea of marriage. In the background lies the modern social development that marriage is 
understood less as a convenience, and increasingly as an individual life project, for which 
personal love and affection are crucial between the spouses – one may think of the romantic 
ideal of a wedding fueled by love – and for starting a family. “Here, where it is less about 
legal competence problems and much more about the marriage idea itself, the fact that the 
introductory text of Trent has hardly had any reception in comparison to the canonical textual 
and terminology tradition is so to speak, forgotten. The language of Trent seems to be more 
helpful and reasonable than the book of the law. The grace of Christ is true in the marriage of 
‘natural love,’ of the ‘indissoluble unity’ and of the ‘spouses’ as marriage partners and not of 
the contract or covenant or the (metaphysical) indissoluble bond.”16 

 
In the context of critical engagement with the modern understanding of marriage it can also 

be understandable that the CIC/1983 resumes or continues to employ in the canonical tradi-
tion the term “contract,” even though it has been deliberately avoided and even rejected by the 
Council Fathers, and in Can. 1055 § 2 incorporates Can. 1012 § 2 of the CIC/1917 literally 

																																																													
14 This is how it stands in: „Schema über die Keuschheit, Jungfräulichkeit, Ehe und Familie“. See Bernhard 
Häring, Meine Erfahrung mit der Kirche, Freiburg i. Br. u.a. 61990, 94. 
15 See CIC/1917, Can. 1012: „§ 1. Christus Dominus ad sacramenti dignitatem evexit ipsum contractum matri-
monialem inter baptizatos. § 2. Quare inter baptizatos nequit matrimonialis contractus validus consistere, quin sit 
eo ipso sacramentum.“ Can. 1013: „§ 1. Matrimonii finis primarius est procreatio atque educatio prolis; secunda-
rius mutuum;, adiutorium et remedium concupiscentiae. § 2. Essentiales matrimonii proprietates sunt unitas ac 
indissolubilitas, quae in matrimonio christiano peculiarem obtinent firmitatem ratione sacramenti.“ 
16 Malfer, “Die Lehre vom Sakrament der Ehe vom Konzil von Trient bis zum II. Vatikanischen Konzil,” 757. 
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(see also CIC/1983, Can. 1086 § 3, 1097 § 2, 1121 § 3, 1121 § 1). Although the CIC/1983 as 
a whole has a tendency “[…] to save the old canonical construct of marriage as a contract [...] 
while retaining as many specific provisions as possible,”17 the (re)use of the term “contract” 
may also serve the interest of emphasizing the public character and thus the community-
based, i.e. ecclesial dimension of Christian marriage. Even if it is conceded that “the legal 
term ‘contract’ can only be applied in a manner analogous to marriage,”18 this term should 
refer to the compulsoriness and public impact of marriage and should in this way preclude the 
tendency to view marriage as a purely private matter, the compulsoriness or efficiencies of 
which are subject to the personal preference of the two partners. Marriage is “not only a per-
sonal covenant of love, but also a matter of public law of the entire community of believ-
ers.”19 

 
1.2 The Importance of Marital Intimacy in the Teaching on Marriage of the Second Vati-

can Council 
 
Among the new emphases in the doctrine of marriage in GS 48-52 is the positive interpre-

tation of sexual love between the spouses, although this change or rather, inquiry, concerning 
the value and beauty of sexual love has been made difficult due to theological presuppositions 
and tradition:20 “The actions within marriage by which the couple are united intimately and 
chastely are noble and worthy ones. Expressed in a manner which is truly human, these ac-
tions promote that mutual self-giving by which spouses enrich each other with a joyful and a 
ready will” (GS 49). Further on we can read, “The sexual characteristics of man and the hu-
man faculty of reproduction wonderfully exceed the dispositions of lower forms of life. Hence 
the acts themselves which are proper to conjugal love and which are exercised in accord with 
genuine human dignity must be honored with great reverence” (GS 51). With regard to the 
welfare of the spouse, especially their faithfulness to each other – not only as a remedy for 
concupiscence or the gratification of desire21 – as well as to the welfare of children, the im-
portance of a fulfilling sex life is emphasized: “where the intimacy of married life is broken 
off, its faithfulness can sometimes be imperiled and its quality of fruitfulness ruined, for then 
the upbringing of the children and the courage to accept new ones are both endangered” (GS 
51). In light of this last quote, and considering the personal vision of conjugal love in GS, the 
point that “intimate conjugal life” not be omitted, should not be understood merely as an order 
to have sexual intercourse, but to shape marital intimacy or cultivate love life in a way that is 
fulfilling for both spouses and which strengthens their love and loyalty to each other. Thus, it 
is recognized that “sexual attraction and fascination play an important role in any love rela-

																																																													
17 Schockenhoff, Chancen zur Versöhnung?, 147. 
18 Walter Kasper, Zur Theologie der christlichen Ehe, Mainz 1977, 50. 
19 Kasper, Zur Theologie der christlichen Ehe, 51. 
20 See Christoph Kaiser, “Die Ehe als ‘innige Gemeinschaft des Lebens und der Liebe’,” in Mariano Delga-
do/Michael Sievernich (Hgg.), Die großen Metaphern des Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzils. Ihre Bedeutung für 
heute, Freiburg u. a. 2013, 305-320, here 306. 
21 Sexual consummation as a remedy against concupiscence (remedium concupiscentiae) or as gratification of 
desire (concupiscentiae sedatio) belonged in the tradition to the secondary purposes of marriage (see CIC/1917, 
Can. 1013, § 1; Pius XI., Casti connubii, 561 [DH 3718]). 
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tionship between husband and wife”22 and that “the erotic affection between men and women 
is a great good.” 

 
Such appreciation of the marital act is made possible by overcoming the biologistically 

narrow doctrine on the purpose of marriage, and also mind-body dualism. As GS 14 states, 
even the body must be respected because of its role in the final resurrection as an element of 
good creation. Therefore, one should keep his body well and worthy of honor (corpus eius 
bonum et honore dignum habere). Of course, it must be noted that between this somewhat 
“awkward formulation and the previously emphasized psychosomatic unity of man there is a 
certain tension. [...] The linguistic formulations concerning the use of the dignity concept in 
connection with the human body on the one hand and with the mind and spirit on the other 
hand reveal a marked difference between the physical and the spirit/soul dimension of the 
person: the body does not appear to be an equally worthy dimension of human existence at 
all, but as something that is – to put it rather bluntly – more like a cherished pet for, which 
should be ‘kept’ well by its owner. The skepticism that is traditionally held about the bodily-
material constitution and its need and instinctual structure, which has exercised a powerful 
influence in the sense of the devaluation of the body in the church and in theology over the 
centuries, is apparently still at work at least subliminally also in conciliar anthropology. Nev-
ertheless, it must be noted that one of the essential messages of the text is the following: the 
dignity of the person is also proved through the way in which one treats their body or in the 
way he/she integrates their own corporeality.”23 

 
1.3 The “Long Shadow of Tradition” 
 
These considerations indicate the struggle with trying to step out of the “shadow” of a cen-

turies-old tradition. The philosopher and theologian Christoph Quarch speaks in terms of the 
negative interpretation of sexuality up to the 20th century about the long-lasting consequences 
of the “original sin” of early Christianity: Since the early theologians knew Eros only in the 
form of sex, and they could not understand sexuality as an “integral part of erotic devotion to 
God,” they “broke Christianity’s erotic heart.”24 With that, on the one hand, Christian love, 
agape, and the service of charity, caritas, were purified in the long term from all that ap-
peared to be erotic-sensual-passionate, and on the other hand, sexuality was separated from 
everything that had to do with love and spirituality.25 The theologian and psychotherapist 
Wunibald Müller sees thereby Christianity brought to a “source of living spirituality” because 
“also experiences that we make in encounters that arise out of erotic and sexual passion can 
promote a spirituality that guides us into our depth. [...] So whoever turns Eros and sexuality 

																																																													
22 Kaiser, “Die Ehe als ‘innige Gemeinschaft des Lebens und der Liebe’,” 306. 
23 Marianne Heimbach-Steins, “Menschenwürde – Begriff und Bedeutung aus sozialethischer Perspektive,“ in 
Deutsche Kommission Justitia et Pax (Hg.), Menschenwürde – Impulse zum Geltungsanspruch der Menschen-
würde, Bonn 2013, 82-93, hier: 85. 
24 Christoph Quarch, Mit Gott flirten: Warum Christentum Sinnlichkeit und Leidenschaft braucht. Ein Weckruf, 
München 2012, 19. 
25 See Quarch, Mit Gott flirten, 24. 
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on the one hand and spiritual life and spirituality on the other hand into implacable enemies, 
rips the human heart apart.”26 

 
An understanding of sexuality and marriage, in which the marital intercourse was accepted 

primarily as a necessary evil, which was awarded moral justification only thanks to its focus 
on procreation, had to deny that the sexual act “may be a sacrament, bright joy over beauty 
and creation. Sex can be a profound encounter with another human being and at the same time 
an encounter with God.”27 The negative interpretation of sexuality goes back to the patristic 
time and has become more powerful in particular through the doctrine on original sin by Au-
gustine.28 “Augustine interprets the sexual desire of people as a penal consequence of original 
sin, in which each person participates. All that is born of conjugal intercourse is ‘flesh of sin’ 
and has a share of Adam’s original sin through the power of concupiscence, which remains in 
place even after baptism.”29 For Augustine, it may have been his own experience, namely that 
sex drive can only be controlled with great effort through reason and be guided by the power 
of the will, which was decisive, in addition to the impact of the teachings of Gnosticism and 
Manichaeism, to which he had adhered for a long time. Against the background of the belief 
that the moral quality of the behavior is determined by the aims of reason, which directs the 
will, it was obvious to consider the experience of sexual desire as sinful. In addition, Augus-
tine fell victim to a translation error in the Vulgate, according to which Paul allowed marriage 
not as a “concession” (indulgentia), but as “forgiveness” (venia) for sexual desire. And where 
there is a need for forgiveness, there must be something sinful. Augustine was hardly con-
cerned with assessing sexuality in and of itself in a negative way, because it is a reality of 
creation and in this respect it is good, but rather it had to do with the experience of sexual 
pleasure, when it cannot be embedded into the power of human reason. “Concupiscence 
would therefore be that habitual ease in one’s own decisions to skip over the instance of rea-
son, that is, a certain divergence between reason and sensibility, between duty and desire. One 
cannot accuse Augustine of not having observed a mental reality and a permanent temptation 
of man, especially in the area of gender relations. What Augustine can be accused of, howev-
er, is the too exclusive either-or attitude, with which he goes about assessing the conjugal un-
ion: for him it is intended either for fertility’s sake or for the sake of pleasure.”30 Moreover, 
Augustine was a child of his time. In addition to various secular-ethical influences that paid 
tribute to sexual abstinence, the idea that sexuality is an animal power became increasingly 
powerful. Pope Damasus I (366-384) called for example for the sexual abstinence of priests in 
a letter to the Frankish bishops, because the abstinence is warranted by a sense of honor, 
through which a priest can preach total abstinence to a widow or to a virgin. Marriage and 
priesthood are not compatible because the constant preparedness of the priest to celebrate the 
sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist requires sexual abstinence of him, since “the carnal 

																																																													
26 Wunibald Müller, Vom Kusse seines Mundes trunken. Sexualität als Quelle der Spiritualität, Kevelaer 2012, 
11. 
27 Norbert Beck, “Körperlich leben,“ in Regina Ammicht Quinn, „Guter“ Sex: Moral, Moderne und die katholi-
sche Kirche, Paderborn 2013, 216. 
28 See Eberhard Schockenhoff, “Der lange Schatten des Augustinus – oder: was heißt menschenwürdige Sexuali-
tät,” IKaZ Communio 41 (2012), 197-212. 
29 Schockenhoff, Der lange Schatten des Augustinus, 198. 
30 Karl Golser, unpublished lecture “Vertiefung Ethik der Person: Schwerpunkt Ehe und Familie,” Brixen 2007. 
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union means defilement.” On the other hand, a priest who does not practice sexual abstinence, 
places himself on the level of an animal, according to Pope Damasus.31 

 
2. The goodness of sexuality in the magisterial teaching after Vatican II 
 
2.1 The Meaning of Corporeality and Sexual Intimacy in the “Theology of the Body” of 

John Paul II 
 
Anyone who engages with the Church’s teaching on sexuality, marriage and family after 

the Second Vatican Council will find no language that is hostile to the body or contemptuous 
of sexuality in the official pronouncements any more. Pope John Paul II can hardly be blamed 
for hostility against the body. Just think of his catechesis during the Wednesday audiences in 
the early years of his pontificate, in which he develops his “theology of the body.”32 He had 
already laid the foundation for it in his work Love and Responsibility, which was first pub-
lished in 1960.33 

 
For the author, the decisive factor is the integration of the sexual instinct into the personal 

dimension of love between two partners. This happens through recognizing the objective aim 
of sexuality in the sense that the sexual act not only has a libidinous character, but is existen-
tially directed at procreation. The procreation function is assigned to sexuality as a natural 
orientation, so that it is the responsibility of a person to let themselves be guided not only in-
stinctively or to be impacted by sensual-sexual stimuli and react to it, but to integrate the di-
mension of fertility into their sexual activities. If “full responsibility” in this sense is not taken 
and the aspect of the pursuit of pleasure stands in the foreground, a person will be “unfaithful 
to that what the human is;”34 he lowers himself – “even if not deliberately – to the level of the 
animal, which searches for the biological pleasure of the senses and tries to avoid any dis-
pleasure of this type.”35 The human being is here unfaithful to himself as a person, because he 
allows his instinct to define and drive him. He is also unfaithful to his partner, who is reduced 
to the object of his lust. The future Pope here takes his place within the long tradition of 
Catholic sexual morality, which sees the mastery of the sexual instinct through reason and its 
determination by the force of the will as a way of integrating sexual power into personal love, 
because – in contrast to animals – humans behave in a way that the moral quality of their be-
havior is determined by the aims of reason, which directs the will.36 Added to the insight into 
the objective existential ordering of sexuality or in its natural finality – which, according to 
Wojtyła, cannot be simply misunderstood as only biologistical or rejected because it can only 
be recognized and therefore also observed by people – comes a further aspect now, namely 
																																																													
31 See Denzler Georg, Das Papsttum und der Amtszölibat. Erster Teil: Die Zeit bis zur Reformation (Päpste und 
Papsttum, Band 5/1), Stuttgart 1973, 13–15.  
32 Johannes Paul II., Die menschliche Liebe im göttlichen Heilsplan. Eine Theologie des Leibes, (edited and 
introduced by Norbert and Renate Martin), Kisslegg 22008. 
33 Karol Wojtyła, Miłość i odpowiedzialność. Studium etyczne (Towarzystwo Naukowe Katolickiego Uniwer-
sytetu Lubelskiego), Lublin 1960; dt. Übersetzung: Liebe und Verantwortung. Eine ethische Studie, Vatikan-
stadt/München 1979. 
34 Wojtyła, Liebe und Verantwortung, 56. 
35 Wojtyła, Liebe und Verantwortung, 56. 
36 Vgl. Wojtyła, Liebe und Verantwortung, 56. 
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that of the personal dimension of human love. Human love always implies acceptance of the 
loved one along with their integrity. In the area of sexuality, this includes the acceptance of 
fertility: the man accepts the woman with her ability to conceive, the woman accepts the man 
with his reproductive capabilities. However, both man and woman may only remain true to 
themselves if they accept themselves, each with the possibility to become a father or a moth-
er. Conjugal love as (1) an expression of fidelity of both partners to each other and each also 
to himself or herself and (2) as a holistic acceptance of the partner can only be guaranteed, 
according to Wojtyła, if the readiness for procreation is not willingly excluded from the con-
jugal act. “The readiness for procreation in sexual intercourse protects the love; it is an indis-
pensable prerequisite for a true union of persons. This can also take place in love outside of 
sexual contact. But if it takes place within it, its personalistic value can only be secured in the 
readiness for procreation. [... It] is used to deflect mutual egoism (or that of one partner with 
the consent of the other), behind which the use of the person as a means to an end is always 
hidden.”37 When one considers that this reasoning to reject artificial contraception is one of 
those that reduces the sexual act to desire in case of a deliberate exclusion of procreation and 
the ability to conceive, and through which the partner – consciously or not – is brought down 
to the level of an animal, the critical question of whether there isn’t an ultimately negative, or 
at least reductive, interpretation of sexuality in the background, appears to be justified. The 
readiness for procreation in this argument is the in and of itself sufficient criterion for the sex 
drive to be directed by reason. Other aspects, such as the consideration of the feelings, of the 
emotional life, of the core values of the partner, which demand an equally high level of self-
control, play only a minor role. 

 
2.2 The fully human sense of sexuality 
 
The relevant papal encyclicals Humanae vitae (1968) by Paul VI up to Familiaris Consor-

tio (1981) by John Paul II and Deus Caritas Est (2005) by Benedict XVI, as well as the many 
publications of the Pontifical Council for the Family38 speak repeatedly of the high calling of 
human love and its dignity. Thereby the sacramental character of marriage is particularly em-
phasized in terms of God’s faithfulness to his people and the love of Christ for his Church, as 
well as fertility, through which the spouses share in God’s creation work. Under the already 
mentioned conditions of integrating sexual power into the personal love and accepting the 
readiness for procreation in each conjugal act, the erotic desire and the ability of sexual pleas-
ure are seen as part of God’s good creation and sexual intimacy is acknowledged as the “sen-
sually deepest expression” of love.39 Neither are there statements such as that sexuality is 
something animalistic, nor is it rated negatively, or the dignity of married love questioned. 
Here, the dominant understanding of marital love is that which is laid out in GS 48-52 and 
unfolds in HV: (1) It is a love that is “fully human, a compound of sense and spirit,” (2) “in 
which husband and wife generously share everything, allowing no unreasonable exceptions 
																																																													
37 Wojtyła, Liebe und Verantwortung, 198-199. 
38 A list of the numerous publications can be found on the website of the Papal Council for the Family: 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/family/documents/rc_pc_family_doc_20031119_publica
tions-list_en.html (01.11.2013). The Papal Council for the Family has published the quarterly journal Familia et 
vita since 1997.  
39 See Youcat. Jugendkatechismus der katholischen Kirche, München 2010, Nr. 400. 
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and not thinking solely of their own convenience” and (3) “finally, this love is fecund. It 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” (No. 9). Church teaching insists on the last aspect, 
which is based on natural law in HV, within the perspective of the theology of the body while 
using the personal categories of mutual devotion: “For human procreation has specific charac-
teristics by virtue of the personal dignity of the parents and of the children: the procreation of 
a new person, whereby the man and the woman collaborate with the power of the Creator, 
must be the fruit and the sign of the mutual self-giving of the spouses, of their love and of 
their fidelity.”40 

 
3. Concluding Observations 
 
Since time immemorial the Church in the West has struggled to understand conjugal love 

as a place of encounter with God and to spiritually interpret sexuality in a partnership. Within 
the framework of the classical marriage purpose doctrine, the fruitfulness of conjugal love, 
which “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 9) served open the gate for a spiritual in-
terpretation of sexual marital consummation, insofar as it could be interpreted as a participa-
tion of the spouse in the creative power of God’s love. The teaching on marriage by the Se-
cond Vatican Council created the premises, through the reaffirmation of biblical statements 
about marriage and the emphasis on the personal character of marriage as a communion of 
life and love, for re-evaluating the importance of sexual intimacy. Overcoming a hierarchical-
ly structured doctrine on the purpose of marriage and a biologistically reductive view of sexu-
ality has made a positive appraisal of the erotic attraction between husband and wife and the 
marital consummation possible. For devout partners the experience of erotic and sexual love 
can become a place where God works in their lives. The human experiences in terms of the 
sexual union can be interpreted in light of the faith and support the believing partners along 
their paths of a personal and common search for God. 

 
Translated by Dr. Angela Ilić 

																																																													
40 Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, Instruction Donum vitae (1987), part 2, A1. 


