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Any Christian thinker trying to understand marriage has thre t
¢ sets

of data: the Bible, the tradition of the Church, and current exparienc
o

Of these, the first and ihe last are fundamental; to ignore the Bible is

to stop speaking as & Christian anil 1o ignore experience ias %o lome th
]

right to pronounce about anything, including Christianity. To ignore
tradition is to cut off the Lranch one iz sitting on, but still in a WAY
tradition may be regarded as less "hard" data than the other two. If it
is not dead it is still in the moulding and one ie even part of the way
it is being moulded now. To repudiate it extensively would be
presumptuous but not self-contradietory, |

The interpretation of each of ihese seta of data requires experts:
if one is no expert one must do the best one can with the help of those
who are. The present exercize is not Lhe interpretation of the data as
such but the "philosophical" eriticism of a concept which hae in the
course of generations emerged from them: the idea that marriage is
essentially anindissolublebond or metaphysical winculum.

For the smse oI clarity two preliminary observations may be made,

one logical, one autobiographical. First, the word "indissoluble" can

be used and has been used to indicate anything between a misty ideal and

an inexorable reality. Sometimes it seems to bLave 20 little definite

content that marriage is called "indissoluble” simply by right of not

being a casual union. It 1s generally clear from the content how much is

meant, but occasionally shaky arguments are reared on this vagueness,
good for families that

as

for instance when it is argued thai because it is

marriages should be "indissoluble" in the sense of gtable, therefors the
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Chureh is right to teach "indissolubility" in the traditional .
metaphysical sense. For the present it ia e¥ploration rather than exact
definition which is needed. 1t will be adequate to confine the meaning
of "indissoluble" to something etrict enough to make it worth asking
whether marriage is indeed "indissoluble" or iissoluble", hoping for more
Precision as the discussion proceeds.

Secondly, the present writer is not one to whom the notion of a
"metaphysical" vinculum over and above the empirical facts of married
life is particularly congenial. The strong reason for leaning towards
the "indisscluble" gide in the divorce question is not, I believe, that
marriage vows as such necessarily set up a mysterious bond, but that
Christ taught that divorce is against God's will, and that this was no
vague ideal but a truly "hard saying". On this view the Church, like
Moses, must recognize the validity of divorce but must have great
heart—searching: before it can have any part or lot in it.)* If this is
correct, metaphyeical indissolubility becomes much less relevant; and it
is difficult to argue convincingly apgninet an idea which one is tempted
to reject out of hand as meaninglees; but when the idea patenily has
plenty of life in it something must be done to face it.

To anticipate the conclusion, it may be sugiested that the question

i ttle like
"Ig marriage 'indissoluble' or ig it dissoluble?" may be & 1i ]

"Have you stopped beating your mother?" To a Christian it is monstrous

fuge in the
to say that marriage is "dissoluble", but instead of taking relug

; i b
1. ef., Marriage Commission Heport Marria ge, Divorce and the Church,

Chapter IV, and Appendix I, P. 83 (second paragrachl.
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theory of a metaphysical vineculum 1o which earthly facts can make no
difference, he would be wise to consider that the truth may be mors
complex.

Mr. John lugaaz' impressively bases his case for the vinculum not
on abstract metaphysice but om the reality of human actions and the need
to face the fact that though the past can be redeesed it can never be
altered. 5o marriage vows set up an entity which is there for evermore
whatever those concerned subsequently come to feel about it, This
argument is a good corrective to the woblly-mindedness of those who are
concerned only that everyone should be happy in the short run: but the
trouble is that it triesto prove too much.

When a man and a woman take each other as man and wife (not,
incidentally when they vow eternal constancy) they bring into being a
marriage. It is truly said that nothing can ever alter the fact that
this has happened; but it still remains to enquire what this entity 1=
which has come to exist, and one may still have to ask whether it is
totally indestructible. To affirm that it does now exist and therefore
will always have existed does not prove that it always will exismt.

The Church has always taught that death can destroy it: on what grounds

is it so certain that nothing but death can?

Mr. lucae aai-l:nnwludgeaz' that there are relationshipe which "have

i ith
only a strictly limited continuing significance" and affirms "not so Wl

"] (]
1, 1In his "Hotes on the doctrine of a metaphysical vinculum®,

A pl oA
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Marringe', going on to state the Christian view in its strictest form,
It would be for » Biblieal not philosophical critic to show
sathorittively that he has mode too big & jump hﬁrﬂl" But the weiphing
of dnta eanrot be laft entirely to experts, and avery Christian muct
swmehow twint the three strands of Hible, tradition and experience into
a rope on to which he can hold. |

Lf one locks at the Biblical datn with as little prejudice ns
possible three ficts seem to emerge with some elority. First, that
Christ taught that divorce iz econtrary to God's will, Secondly, that
niz teching had n sternness and wrgency vhich ought to forbid attempts to
water it down in his nome. Thirdly, that his teaching had a freedom
from lagalistie eategories and a sovereign mercy for sinners which
should equally forbid attempts teo apply it mechanically or meanlv. On
the one hand we have the saying nquoted from Genrsgis "and the twain shall
begcome one fleah”?i on the other hand we have a vast amount of
illustration of the unpredictable ways in which God deals with peonle;
these balanced apainst each other seem to make both liberal "disselubility
and rigorist "indiesolubility" nlike unprowicing woys of understanding what
marriage trulv is.

The data of experience pose the wroblem in a prrallsl way. On the
one hand it is worth emphasizing, esuecially in the midst of an argument

which casts doubt on the concart of a metaphysieal vinculum, that

"indissolubility” can be an empirieczl eoncept. It is not just rossible but

ordinary for the lives of a man nnd 2 woman to be 50 joined that they

=

consitute a unity, which there is simply no quertion of "nutting asunder”” .

1. See e.ge Avnendix I of horriage, Divorce snd the Church.
2, nark 10:8,

%, ef, Marrisge, Divorce and the Church, Pnragraph 3b.
=~
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The Fiblical expression "one flesh" is not theoretical but answers to
something in human life.

Un the other band, experience has a destructive affect upon a
rigeriat interpretation of what'Endisauluhilit;maann. 1t hae always been
necessary for legislatérs, for the hardness of people's heartas, to allow
them sometimes to put away their wives. A rigoriet ought to hold that
all this from the Losaic law onwarde has been no more than a licensing
of adultery. The fact that rigorlsts are generally no more able to
believe thig when confronted with real buman life than liberals are,
is a stronger argument ayainst their indissolubility theory than the
gort of argument from compaseion which could be called gentimentsl. IF
marriage ig a metaphysical bond which persiste whatever happens then
all those who go through wedding ceremonies with people who have hed
divorces are and continue to he adulterers for whom repentance must mean
giving up their gin. If in ite ripour this cannot be held in Christ's
name, it behoves thome who are inclined to believe in "indissolubility"
of any kind to have a searching look at what they mean by it.

It is from tradition that the idea of a metaphysical indissolubility

comes, but not as something arbitrarily pestulated by the Church. A
great deal of ite elaborate working out has been directly developed from

the Pauline teaching that the one-flesh union of marriage ie a "grent

1.
mystery" because it signifies the union of Christ and his Church . How

eould such a bond be dissolved without blasphemy? Dr. Sherwin Bailey

has explained the theory clearly: Christian marriages "not only

1. Ephesians 5:31-2.
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exemplified the perpetual marriage of Christ with the Church but also ‘
partook of its very character; being likewise effected by grace, they

acquired immedintely and for ever the inviolability of their
1

supernatural antitypen™®,

The elaboration of this superstructure may sometimes concsal but
certainly need not lose touch with its real foundation: the fact that
indissolubility of some sort is the most obvious interpretation of
Christ's teaching on marriage. What it does lose touch with is the
fact that dissolubility of some sort is the most obvious interpretation
of gpome of the facte of human life. The gquestion which any one-sided
view evadeps is whether it is possible to do justice to both, and at the
game time to the converae data of the mercy in Christ's teaching and the
possibility of indissolubility in experience. The recent tradition of
the Church of England confronted with all this has been to affirm the
fact of indissolubility with increasing convietion while avoiding the
EEEEE'! thereby rendering further investigation both desirable and
possible.

Meanwhile the philosophical climate, though appreciably kinder %o
metaphysical systems than it was some years ago, is still hostile to
statements about supposed fact;which nothing in axperience can touch.
The trouble with metaphysical assertions of this kind is "that it is
unclear what would count for or egainst them, establish or refute

tham“j'. Worse, in some cases it is clear thatl nothing is going io be

i ‘hought, p. 45.
i. The Man-Woman kelation in Christian Thought, 1 .
See Blo0 Schillebeeckx, Marriages Secular Reality and Saving Mystery
2. cf. e.g. Winnet The Church and Divorce, Pe 10,

. Atkinson Sexuel Morality p.67. _ _
: iuﬂtad because it is such an excellent introduction for moralists to

philosophical waye of thinking as such.
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allowed to count against them, that they are to be upheld in the teeih
of experience, against any empirical evidence., It may surely ba

reckoned a solid philosophical gain that the onus is now on thope whio
want to make such mssertions to show that thay have any real meaning.

To many people the statement that a marriage, whatever happens to
it, is still in existence is just such an assertion. A distinetion needs
to be made here though. Teo zay that a marriage once made constitutes an
indiseoluble bond is not an empty statement: far from it. 411 manner of
nractical consequences are drawn about the wrongness of atteapted
divorce and remarriage. What makes it open to attack by any philosopher
who has learné from the anti-metaphysicians is not that it means nothing
but that it is supposed to be dmpregnable, to be true whatever happens.
If nothing iz to be allowed to count againet ity ite meaning is of &
strangely inaccessible kind..hen,; side by side with thies philosophdcal
discontent one is already feeling a moral discontent at the
unacceptability of this moral doctrine's practical corollaries, a strong
suspicion builds up that the fully-fledged traditional theory of
indigsolubility is a human not a divine deliverance.

Even such an suthoritative and sensitive exposition as that of
Professor Schillebeeckx of the doctrine that "the basis of sbaolute

" 1.
jindisgolubility ie ... to be found in Christian baptiem" ', lends itself

readily to caricature when one iries to see what it amounts to, One is

tempted to envieage baptism as a kind of chemical which has the property

1T

of meking the glue of marriage if applied later set absolutely hard.

in a sounder appreciation of the loyalty and intellectual power

1, Schillebeeckx I, p. 226.




which down the generations have gene into the attenpt to fellow out .

logically the Naw Testament te.ching one still feels that something has
gone wrong, one may be seised by n less irreverent compurisun.
Like the doztrine of a ne.nphysieal vineulum in merringe, the dectrine

of transubstantiation of the elements in the Zueharizt has tolen its rise in o
strenuous ~tteupt to interprst the lew Testamsnt data with inteerity. "Thay
shzll be one flesh": "This is my body™: is it not natural to sw jpoce that in
each case at o given noment something mysterious, waybe miraculous, ic to harpen,
after which vhatever the outward facks may look like the true nature of thinrs
is rermanently alteredt Yet in esch cmse the resulting emphasis on a solecn
Tormulsa, to which both God and mon are to be held, whoze funcetien is to ereate
suner=sensible entities, has led the Church into bitter and unconstructive
controvarcies, In each case the unpalateble chepngter to many peonle of

the rragticzal ennsequonces and the ex officio irrefutability of the

viasyry hag led to fwoatient rajection of its whole intent. The Sucharist
1= reduced to - meore peworial sarvice, morringe to a disseluble contract.
is lon. as the argusont e¢ontinues in these terms of refercnce nothing

but dendicel and vrejudiee comes of it. Yet in the case of the Bucharist

tha vheole nicture has receatly changed, and agomehow Christiasns ocn ooth

-i-as 3f the .rouent have found themselves able te aj roaeh again the
aeqna t af #enl [resence, of the Lord giving h'mcelf to his reeyle as he
vomised Lo the breoaking of bread, which the controversy had tended to oDSOura

1
for theze on voth sides .
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What could be the equivalent for marriage doctrine of the recovery
of Real Fresence for Eucharistic doctrine? It is here that Professor
Hacguarrie' - preference for the word "ontological" rather than
"metaphysical" to characterise the marriage bond ie nt'h-ractiual' In

giving a place to real human commitment in the midet of our increasingly
"throwaway" auciet;rz'; in emphasizing that the marriage bond is made

af several strends congolidated over the yeare rather than springing
almost magically into being on the pronouncing of certain worde; above
all by understanding the bond as eesentially personal: Professor
MaCqualTie has sonvineingly said what needs saying about the
indiesolubility of marriage. Nor has he taken "Christian marriage"

apart as something wholly distinet from human marriage in the sight of
3.

God
He does not repudiate the term “metnph;raical"d' but his
interpretztion of what it meana for the marriage bond is a long way from

the realm of mysterious untestable entities legalistically conceived

which the idea of a "metaphysical yjpculum" conjures up in many pecple's
minds. Instead one is in the realm of the personal and moral, where

"metaphysieal" suggeste mepecis of reality over and above the evident

facts not instead of them: something "more” in the Bishop of Durham's

phrase, which is capable of being njisclosed", not something we are

bound to believe in but can never get hold of. There is no need after

all for s metaphysical bond to be something sinister. It need be no

£ the Marriage Bond (Viogulum Conjugalel.

in Christian Ethics, P. ;.

1. In his paper "On the nature 0
2, p. 34, cf. Paul Hemeay Deeds & Rules

3! p‘i 4-
4s P De

[
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wore than & real maral boud, provided that morality itself is understood
in o sufficiently metaphyeical way. For example, Mr. Keith Ward,
defending the objectivity of morale, usee thip same phrase "something

more" which he describes as "beyond but not unrelated to the sempirical
facts"", Likewise the objectivity of the marriage bond may not
unreasonably be called "metaphyeical" after this mannsr, It ia thism
objectivity, this reslity, which the word "ontclogical™ ia brought in to
emphasize.
It muat then seem at least ungrateful and maybe tendentious to

disagres eventually with Professoriiacqusrrie': epgential peint that the
ontolofical character of the marriage bond proves ita indissolubility

in the gtrictest sense. It still appears necessary to point out
obetinately that an ontolozical bond is not thereby proved to be
ntnlosicnlly indissoluble, Professor Hacquarrie {akes bis atnnda' with
Frofeasor Schillebeeckx who distinguished only to unite again the
patristic and particularly the Augustinian view of indissolubility, that
marriage ought not to be dissclved, and the echolastic view that it
could not be ﬂiﬂﬂﬂl?ﬁd-4- One can see how these two can indeed be
fitted together: in that if the moral rights and duties of marriage

are "walid fer lifa“ﬁ' then the marriage cannot be dissolved; but in it

so clear that the resulting doctrine is the only one poesible for a

= 1]
loyal Uhristiaﬁﬂﬁ' @n another interpretation, the "moral indiasolubility

1. FEthics and Christianity, p. 47. E.A

- ] Ei = :
i. Efg; Sehillebeeckx Vol. I, pp. 203-4. vol. 1I, pp. 68=70

5. Schillebeeckx Vol. II, p- 63.1

6. cf. D, Sherwin Bailey Common Sens
urges that Augustine's view has I
degerves.

e about Sexual Ethics, P« 60, whe
5t received the attention 1%
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and the ''‘ontological indissolubility™ doctrines could be taken not as
implying one another but as €onflieting, for if "ought" implies "can®
then "ought not" at least supgests "ean". Surely there iz a real sin in
putting asunder whai God hae joined, a sin which cannot be properly
recognised by those whoe have to say that a broken marriage has not been
put asunder at all, because either it is #till in being or else it never

1.
was .

According to Bishop Butler's useful tautology "everything is what
it is and not apncther thing". The present suggestion is that a broken
marriage is & broken marriagej something that stands out as an unnatural
.5m*£hi“5 of what wag built to last, a blasphemy against the unity of
Christ and his Church, an amputation inflicted upon a living body: not
a figment of the imagination, a chimaera, a squared circle. The bond of
marriage is indeed a real bond, affecting thoae who are joined in it for
evermors. It can never be neatly untied, only harshly severed. When
this injury has happened the practical question iz bow the wound can
best be healed, and the temptation is always either %o cover it
soothingly up at grave riek of iis festering, or to keep it open for
aever as a warning to sthers, It needs to be said that if it turns out
that even grave injuries can sometimes be healed, thers is ne question

of saying that they were not injuries, of Ychanging the norm" . The morm

; led
is the healthy, the indestructible marriage which can properly be cal

i t =
indisgoluble because its permanence is just not open 1o guestion, It =AY

1. e.g. laecquorrieypp, 15-6.

3, Hagquarrie, o 1s,
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be that ite real indissolubility can be the better appreciated because .
it is not deemed to be indissoluble apart from the facts'®

This, I believe, is the view of the marrisge bond which does moat
justice to all the data: that marriage ils properly and characteristically
indissocluble, thet to dissolve it ig always an aberration. One could
express this idea by saying that "Fhey shall be one flesh" is as
normal and human as "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God"™s but perhape no
more automatic., This "hard saying" would be an impoasibly herd saying
apart from gruce, which ies not to say that only Christian marriages
have a hope of success, but that marriage is one of the places in
human life where grace most characteristically operates through human
beings. The hard sayings of Christ are not difficult 1o keep: they ars

2 " The

either totally impossible or natural fruits of the spirit
matter has been precisely put by Frofessor Bunatanl': "The great word of
Genesis, that a man shall cleave unto his wife, and they aball become

one flesh ... is at once command and promise. It 15 & command: press on
to that unity, for the sake of your perfection; see that you fall not out
by the way; do not give up, do not forsake the covenant yourself; and 1
the other does, remember God ia Chriet, faithful to his bride, the Church,
and so forgive, to the uttermost. This is the command of God, and the
promise is that this, the impossible is possible. The two do become one,
and 'signify', or exemplify to the world, 'the mystical unionm that is

batwixt Christ and his Church’'. What God commande he also gives".

1. ¢f., J. Bowker Marviage, Divorce and the Church, Appendix 2, P+ 103.
2. T have put this at more length in Law and love.

3, The Marriage Covenant, P. 11.




13.

This is not the place to work out the practical implications, what
the Church ought actually to do. Two difficulties at least will be in
many people's minds, suggesting that it would be far less trouble to hold
on to the simplest doctrine of indissolubility in spite of all that can
be said against it. One is that the lese etraightforward view of a
real noem which admits of exceptions is in practice very perilous, that
the exceptions do in fact tend to spread and to devour the norm. This
fact will always have to be taken into account by anyone who hopes to
put the present view into practical effect; or the results will be
indistinguishable from plain dissolubility, The concern of the present
argument is to show that at least a theoretical distinction can be made.

The gpecond difficulty is that however the would-be compassionate
may wriggle, our marrisge vows in which two people take each other until
death "for better or worse" do not allow of any Christian mitigation of
the strictest indiesolubility. This difficulty could also be treated as
a practical one, in that the Church's marriage service must be determined
by the Church's doetrine of marriage and not Eéggiggggg. I think though
that a strong case can be made out, on the theory of indigsolubility I
have been trying to explain, both for keeping the vows in their present
form and even for thinking that their breaking need not absolutaely
preclude their being attempted againjy but once more, the pursuit of that

argunent is not the present uﬂncarnl'. The object of this essay has been

to set out the idea of an indissclubla bond which is charg;tariatin of
marriage, distinguishable both from a bond which is indissoluble ex officio

and from a bond which is not indisscluble at all.

1. See Marriage, Divorce and the Church, Appendix V.




