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Persons, Relationships and
Catholic Marriage:
A Case of Reactive or Proactive
Magisterial Teaching?
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Introduction

The 2006 Australian census provides details on marriage and family life in
our nation that merit close consideration and detailed analysis. For the purposes
of this paper it is helpful to note a few significant statistics. At present 67.2% of
marriages involve individuals who marry for the first time. Their median age is
29.6 years for males and 27.6 for females. Of concern for the Catholic
community and its understanding of sacramental marriage is the fact that 38.6%
of all marriages are celebrated by a minister of religion, with the remaining
61.4% taking place before a civil celebrant.' Seven in ten couples are already
living together before they marry for the first time. More generally in Australian
society almost 15% of all couples cohabit or live in a de facto relationship.
Finally it is important to note that the number of divorces reached 51,375 in the
2006 census. Half of these involved children. Many more couples are separated
or in the legal processes leading to divorce. Taken together these various pieces
of information make it abundantly clear how serious are the issues relating to
marriage and family life today.

This brief sketch provides a backdrop that assists us to appreciate the
comments of Hugh Mackay, a well known social commentator. He makes two
important observations regarding current social practices. The first is that

Dr. Laurence McNamara is a Vincentian priest. He lectures in Christian Ethics at Catholic
Theological College in the Adelaide College of Divinity and Flinders University.

1. Australian Bureau of Statistics data as presented by the Australian Institute of Family Studies
at www.aifs.gov.au, accessed on February 17, 2009.
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the rising generation of young Australian adults view marriage, as they
view everything else, through the prism of their generational ethos.
Having grown up in the thick of multiple revolutions ... they have
learnt something: be prepared for constant change; don’t get too
committed to anything too soon; keep your options open; hang loose;
wait and see - you never know what’s coming next.?

The second is that marriage is described primarily in terms of a relationship. He
notes that

‘It our relationship works, we might get married. Once we’re married,
if the relationship breaks down, the marriage will be over’. This is new
language designed for a new set of cultural norms. The institutional,
cultural view of marriage has given way to a more instrumental,
personal view: is it working for us? And sometimes the question is even
more ruthlessly individual: is it working for me?

The census data and Mackay’s observations provide a context for this essay.
Catholic thinking, both magisterial and theological, has explored in great detail
what it means to be a human person. These in turn have become part of teaching
on the marriage relationship of husband and wife and the interpersonal
relationships and dynamics of family life. In this paper I will chart the
development of Catholic magisterial teaching on marriage and the way in which
understandings of personhood and personal relationships have been
progressively incorporated into official teaching. Whether this evolving
understanding entails an organic and harmonious development or a distinct
rupture with the tradition will be a question to be borne in mind throughout this
essay. As the title of this paper indicates an attempt will be made to discern
whether magisterial teaching on marriage has been merely reactive to a range of
external and internal factors over the course of a century. If this is not the case,
then has the magisterium contributed significantly to a new understanding and
appreciation of the personal relationships central to the theological insights and
lived reality of sacramental marriage?

A Century of Change in Magisterial Teaching

Centuries of theological and legal reflection on marriage were distilled in the
Code of Canon Law at the beginning of the twentieth century. The Code
affirmed that the essential properties of marriage are unity (i.e. monogamy and
sexual exclusivity) and indissolubility. These acquire a unique firmness in
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