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Introduction 

I want to begin by praising the valuable work done by the Fully Alive Project in their critiques of 

the report written by the Episcopal Church’s “Task Force on the Study of Marriage” for General 

Convention 2015. I share their numerous concerns about the report, particularly the effective 

nullification of the conscience clause; and I am delighted in much of the doctrine they present, 

especially in their confession that the order of all creation is divinely established in such a way as to 

point us to Christ. 

I do not wish to critique the inadequacy of the TFSM report here: the authors of Fully Alive and 

others have already done so sufficiently. My purpose instead is to offer a friendly encouragement to 

reconsider Augustine’s doctrine of marriage in a way that provides a more catholic foundation to our 

articulation and defense of marriage, that we might build more soundly upon the seminal work of 

Augustine on marriage. Augustine defended the very same institution in a very different context. But 

in doing so he discerned and articulated the timeless foundational principles that make up Christian 

marriage. The result was an emphasis on the sacramental nature of marriage itself, which gives order 

and meaning to our fides and proles.  

I urge the authors of “Marriage in Creation and Covenant” to reconsider the link between the 

sacrament and the other goods of marriage, especially procreation. I read their argument to be 

putting forward procreation as the basis for the sacrament, but I suggest here that the very presence 

of the sacrament itself is the determinative good of marriage, which reveals the telos of its other 

goods, a revelation that enables those other goods to be called “Christian” at all. Such is my goal in 

this essay. First, I critique the basis of their concluding argument for preserving marriage, especially 

in their reliance on Ephraim Radner’s work on Christian marriage. Second, I offer a more nuanced 

account of Augustine on marriage. Finally, I discuss the BCP’s The Solemnization of Matrimony, and 

share Jeremy Taylor’s 17th century articulation of Augustinian marriage in his treatise The Marriage 

Ring. A profoundly rich doctrine of Holy Matrimony already exists in our Anglican tradition, and I 

see it as our responsibility to make sure that it not only sees the light of day in our own time, but 

that we might renew our appreciation for its beauty and life-giving power. 
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Not an Augustinian emphasis 

To my mind, the claim of the Fully Alive group to be standing in a well-established Augustinian 

tradition in their emphasis on procreation as the primary good of marriage is far from established.1 

This is especially pronounced after Zachary Guiliano’s response to Kathryn Tanner’s formidable 

critique.2 Yes, bodily procreation is one of the three Augustinian goods of marriage, and yes, the 

relationship between Christ and the Church is spiritually fruitful; but this is far from affirming sexual 

intercourse and bodily procreation as somehow determinative of the Christian sacrament of 

marriage. 

In his oft-discussed treatise On the Good of Marriage, Augustine in fact goes to great pains to make 

a sharp distinction between two of the three goods of marriage, fides and proles.3 One hardly 

necessitates the other: marriage can exist without children, and children can be born apart from 

marriage. This becomes plain when On the Good of Marriage 1.1 is quoted more fully: 

The first natural bond of human society is man and wife. Nor did God create these 
each by himself, and join them together as alien by birth: but He created the one out 
of the other, setting a sign also of the power of the union in the side, whence she was 
drawn, was formed. For they are joined one to another side by side, and walk 
together, and look together whither they walk. Then follows the connexion of 
fellowship in children, which is the one alone worthy fruit, not of the union of male and 
female, but of the sexual intercourse (non coniuntionis maris et feminae, sed concubitus). For 
it were possible that there should exist in either sex, even without such intercourse, a 
certain friendly and true union of the one ruling, and the other obeying (alterius 
regentis, alterius obsequentis).4 

As distasteful as some might see the relationship of the man exercising a certain rule over his wife, 

and she obeying, the dominant image presented at the beginning of this important treatise is 

conjunction, the two walking side-by-side in friendship (signified by Eve’s lateral generation from 

Adam’s rib), looking together where they are walking. For those who know Augustine, there can be 

no doubt that by “walking together” he means they are sojourning partners in via to their true 

homeland in Christ. 

                                                
 1 John Bauerschmidt, Zachary Guiliano, Wesley Hill, and Jordan Hylden, “Marriage in Creation and Covenant: 
a Response to the Task Force on the Study of Marriage,” p. 16: “This is not a ‘carnal’ Old Testament reality that 
‘spiritual’ Christians have now outgrown, but instead lies at the heart of the nuptial mystery. ” 
http://www.fullyaliveproject.com/marriage-in-creation-and-covenant. Accessed June 2015. See also Guiliano, 
“Augustine, Scripture, and eschatology: a reply to the ATR’s respondents,” pp. 1-2. 
http://www.anglicantheologicalreview.org/static/pdf/conversations/GuilianoResponse-v3.pdf. Accessed June 2015. 
 2 Tanner, “A Rejoinder to ‘Marriage in Creation and Covenant,’” 
http://www.anglicantheologicalreview.org/static/pdf/conversations/KathrynTannerResponse.pdf. Accessed June 2015. 
The bulk of her critique is very substantive along the same lines, and there is no need to repeat it here. 
 3 On the Good of Marriage 1.1, 3.3, 6.6, 7.7, 9.9, 11.13, 12.14, 15.17, 18.21, etc. See also Against Julian V.16.62. 
 4 The translation is that in Nicene Post-Nicene Fathers Series 1, vol. 3. Emphasis added. 
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Second, we should note in the passage quoted above his statement that their children are not a 

product of their union per se, but of sexual intercourse within the bounds of that union. Just because 

Augustine “cannot imagine the institution of sex in marriage without its orientation towards 

children”5 hardly demands that we make sexual intercourse and reproduction essential to marriage. 

Augustine holds precisely the opposite position. As Tanner points out quite handily, for Augustine 

the essence of marriage can be found in the ideal chaste relationship of Joseph and Mary,6 and if the 

essence of marriage is indeed procreation, 

it would not any longer be called marriage in the case of old persons, especially if 
either they had lost sons, or had given birth to none. But now in good, although 
aged, marriage ... there lives in full vigor the order of charity between husband and 
wife: because, the better they are, the earlier they have begun by mutual consent to 
contain from sexual intercourse with each other.7  

In fact he goes on to say that, far from weakening their marriage, their sexual abstinence strengthens 

it: “their souls duly joined together, the chastity continues, the purer by how much it is the more 

proved, the safer, by how much it is the calmer.” And finally, at what is arguably a highpoint of his 

treatise On the Good of Marriage, Augustine concludes, “In the marriage of one woman the sanctity of 

the sacrament is worth more than the fecundity of the womb” (18.21). 8 

The authors of “Marriage in Creation and Covenant” ask Ephraim Radner’s question, How is the 

bonded sexual life of women and men ordered so as to give rise to the readied cry of the ecclesial bride to her holy 

heavenly spouse?9 I suggest we ask instead a more properly (and far more fruitfully) Augustinian 

question, simply by leaving out the word “sexual.” So I am proposing the following: “How is the 

bonded life of women and men ordered so as to give rise to the readied cry of the ecclesial bride to her holy heavenly 

spouse?” 

How is this a more fruitfully Augustinian question, and how does it avoid the sorts of 

abstractions and “gnostic spiritualizing” of the TFSM report? 10 I begin my answer to these questions 

in the following sections. But the beginnings of the answer must first be found in addressing the 

                                                
 5 Guiliano, “Augustine, Scripture, and eschatology,” p. 2. 
 6 Tanner, “A Rejoinder,” p. 4. 
 7 On the Good of Marriage 3.3. Pace Jordan Hylden, but if procreation is essential to marriage, then sterile 
marriages are in a very important sense lacking the fullness of the sacrament, as Augustine explicitly argues in this 
passage and others. See Hylden, “A response to Haller on Marriage,” Covenant (June 8, 2015). 
http://livingchurch.org/covenant/2015/06/08/a-response-to-haller-on-marriage/. Accessed June 2015.  
 8 That is, the “one-woman’” marriage of the New Testament exemplified by the “bishop” (1 Tim. 3:2) when 
compared to the polygamy of the Patriarchs, which for Augustine has its own sacramental significance, as we will see. 
 9 “Marriage in Creation and Covenant,” pp. 15-16. 
 10 The criticism is that of Robert Song, Covenant and Calling, very appropriately used in “Marriage in Creation 
and Covenant,” p. 14. 
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difficulties that lie in Ephraim Radner’s doctrine of marriage and mysterion, upon which “Marriage in 

Creation and Covenant” and its supporters seem to lean so heavily. 

To begin, I fully support what I believe to Radner’s motivating concern: to warn against making 

undue theological analogies and abstractions regarding the relationship of marriage to the “divine 

life.” As he says at one point, “we are not talking first of desire, or of self-worth in opening up to 

another, or of being caught up in the triune God.”11 Once such abstractions become our first 

principles, Radner correctly notes that then 

all kinds of strange things become possible theologically—Trinity as a family, 
primordial androgyns, high-flying energies of eros and agape, dismissals of procreation 
altogether as being central to human vocation—that, despite one’s best intentions, 
cannot logically avoid allowing the concrete mediatorial role of Jesus to waver 
altogether.12  

To my mind he has put his finger on the precise problem with the revisionist view of marriage.13 But 

I believe that in his commendable desire to point to the connection of marriage with the particulars 

of the bodily creation, Radner over-corrects by placing bodily proles at the center of the nuptial 

mystery. He excludes the middle when he says that Ephesians 5:32 “cannot mean that marriage is 

symbolic of something beyond itself, but that its meaning can only lie within itself.”14 Again, the 

“something beyond” he seeks to avoid would be an unwarranted abstraction, such as “some 

particular or particular group of virtues and relationships that are primarily indicated in Christ’s love 

for the Church: ‘constancy,’ for instance, or fidelity, or self-giving.”15 He is most clear in his criticism 

of Evdokimov, where he concludes, “if fidelity and trinitarian love form the mystery of marriage, 

then it is reasonable to expect that this mystery can be apprehended and even lived in something 

other than marriage itself, or that whatever is faithful and loving in relationship terms can partake of 

the mystery of marriage.”16 If these novel opinions are correct, “marriage” becomes whatever we 

wish it to be on any given day. 

                                                
 11 Ephraim Radner, “The Nuptial Mystery,” in Human Sexuality and the Nuptial Mystery, ed. by R. Jeal, (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf and Stock, 2010), p. 89. For the sake of simplicity I engage only this essay for Radner’s view. 
 12 Radner, “Nuptial Mystery,” pp. 113-114. On the dangers of social Trinitarianism generally, I know of no final 
article than the one Fr. John Behr has his students read, Karen Kilby’s “Perichoresis and Projection: Problems with 
Social Doctrines of the Trinity,” New Blackfriars 81 (2000), pp. 432-445. 
 13 Problems that are fully on-display throughout the essays in the TFSM report, and in Scott MacDougall’s 
response, “Three Questions for the Authors of ‘Marriage in Creation and Covenant,’” 
http://www.anglicantheologicalreview.org/static/pdf/conversations/ScottMacDougallResponse.pdf. Accessed June 
2015. 
 14 Radner, “Nuptial Mystery,” p. 91. 
 15 Ibid., p. 91.  
 16 Ibid., p. 91. 
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But is it true that in avoiding the Charybdis of such abstractions, we are forced into the Scylla of 

undue attention to earthly procreation, the very desire Augustine hoped his flock would outgrow in 

their devotion to Christ and their true homeland? Interestingly, in his discussion of Eph. 5:32 

Radner avoids the Augustinian sacramentum of our tradition and instead uses the Greek mysterion in 

(to my mind) an unusual way. He claims that a mystery, in the Pauline sense, is “a providential reality 

unveiled in history: it is a body, as it were, waiting to be disclosed and finally seen in the world; it is a 

body that is aimed at bodies.”17 Regardless of what some Biblical scholars may say today about 

Paul’s use of the word mysterion, if one were to ask any Greek Christian, in the ancient world or now 

(not to mention ancient Greek pagans) what a mysterion might be, you’d hear them describe what we 

Westerners would call a “sacrament”, that is, an invisible, spiritual reality revealed and represented in 

a symbolic, bodily form.18 One only has to look to our own catechism to see this definition of a 

sacrament. Ambrose himself published his famous homilies On the Mysteries, which are instructions 

on the sacraments of the Church delivered to catechumens. And they most definitely were not 

“bodies aimed at other bodies,” though they most certainly involved bodies in more than one way. 

It is in this Ambrosian spirit that Augustine used the word sacramentum widely, although he never 

sets out what we might think of as a systematic exposition of “sacrament.” Perhaps the best 

Augustinian definitions occur in Epistles 55 and 138, where he famously describes a sacramentum as 

that which “signifies something that must be received in a holy manner” (Ep. 55.1.2), and he 

explains that signs “are called sacraments when they pertain to the things of God” (Ep. 138.7); and 

in liturgical celebrations such as Pascha Christians take great care to remember “the signification of 

the sacraments (sacramentorum significationem)” (Ep. 55.1.2). In the same letter he uses sacramentum to 

refer to baptism and Eucharist, feast days, and the movements of the moon and stars; and we see in 

Scripture that lambs, calves, lions, and stones are sacraments of Christ, and mountains are 

sacraments of the Church, to name just a few examples.19 Drawing “a likeness for figuring the divine 

                                                
 17 Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
 18 On the ancient Western Christian preference for sacramentum as a strategic replacement for the perfectly 
useful yet still pagan-associated mysterion (transliterated from the Greek µυστήριον), see Christine Mohrmann’s 
excellent article, “Sacramentum dans les plus anciens texts Chrétiens,” Harvard Theological Review 47 (1954), pp. 141-152. 
For a learned and insightful comparison of the pagan and Christian use of µυστήριον in antiquity, see Hugo Rahner, 
“The Christian Mystery and the Pagan Mysteries,” in The Mysteries, ed. by Joseph Campbell (Princeton, 1955), pp. 337-
401. 
 19 Here Augustine sounds a bit like Dionysius in The Divine Names. 
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mysteries” 20 hardly counts as idolatry, he writes, “for such a likeness is drawn from every creature … 

as from many earthly creatures, sacramental figures (sacramentorum figurae) are taken for mystical 

teachings” (Ep. 55.6.11). Thus we see that sacraments for Augustine are found everywhere: in 

Scripture, in creation, and especially in the Church. All of these are given to us by God and 

discerned and performed by his servants (human and angelic) to move us from visible things to 

invisible.21 This view of the sacramentality of all creation is very much in the spirit of the authors of 

“Marriage in Creation and Covenant” when they write, correctly, “God created a world that he 

foreordained to draw to fulfillment in himself. Ours is a world of great ‘mystery,’ a sacramental 

universe, the beginning, end, and center of which is Christ.”22 

Augustine derives this understanding of sacramentum from his understanding of the union of 

mankind and God in Christ himself. In a well-known and dramatic passage Augustine refers to 

Christ as “This sacrament, this sacrifice, this high priest, this God” (On the Trinity IV.11). Augustine’s 

Christ begins by getting our attention through his bodily deeds, through which we discern his Divine 

Nature by grace.23 So Augustine can say that “Through him we go straight toward him (per ipsum 

pergimus ad ipsum), through knowledge toward wisdom (tendimus per scientiam ad sapientiam), without 

ever turning aside from one and the same Christ, ‘in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom 

and knowledge’ (Col. 2:3)” (On the Trinity XIII.24). Quoting Paul’s “mystery of Godliness” in 1 

Timothy, Augustine agrees that the man Jesus is “‘the great sacrament of piety (magnum … pietatis 

sacramentum), which was manifested in flesh, justified in spirit, was seen by angels, proclaimed among 

the nations, believed in the world, taken up in glory’ (1 Tim. 3:16)” (On the Trinity IV.27). 

Augustine sees a sacrament as something to be looked through, to see the spiritual reality that is 

beyond it, and in which it participates. In this sense, calling the marriage of a Christian man and 

woman mysterion or sacramentum and saying that as such it refers to something spiritual beyond itself is 

not vague abstraction and gnostic spiritualizing, nor is it Marcionite or Manichaean: it is Augustinian, 

and built upon his highly nuanced and influential understanding of the Incarnation of our Lord as 

sacramentum.24 My point is this: Our point of contention with those who would change the definition 

                                                
 20 He used the Latin mysterium in a notably different way than his Greek forebears and their contemporaries 
used µυστήριον, including Paul, I would argue. In any case, in the Old Latin translations of Eph. 5.32 Augustine read 
sacramentum hoc magnum est as the translation for Paul’s τὸ µυστήριον τοῦτο µέγα ἐστίν. 
 21 Ep. 55.5.8: ex rebus visibilibus ad invisibilia. Retractationes I.6: per corporalia … ad incorporalia.  
 22 “Marriage in Creation,” p. 12. 
 23 Lewis Ayres is most instructive in this regard, see Chapter 5 of his Augustine and the Trinity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), especially regarding Augustine’s use of the forma servi/forma Dei of Phil. 2. 
 24 Though I would be very content to be charged with a having a tinge of Platonism. 
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of marriage lies not in their movement from visible sign to invisible reality, but in their misidentification 

of what invisible, spiritual reality is signified by the sacramental union of man and woman. 

Augustine himself is clear on what he believe the invisible reference of the bodily sacrament to 

be. His central question in On the Good of Marriage is, simply enough, “Why is marriage good?”25 

Noting the proscriptions against divorce proclaimed in the Scriptures, Augustine refines his question 

further into the treatise: “What is meant by this great durability of the conjugal bond?”26 He begins 

to answer his own question by saying, “I do not think it could have been so strong at all, except that 

something from this weak mortal condition of mankind was being employed as a sacrament of some 

greater thing” (sacramentum adhiberetur … alicujus rei majoris). He makes a stab at an answer to what that 

‘greater thing’ might be well into the treatise: 

just as the several wives of the ancient fathers signified (significaverunt) our future 
churches arising from all nations though subject to one husband, Christ (uni viro 
subditas Christo); so too the fact that our bishop (antistes) is a man who has had only 
one wife signifies (unius uxoris vir significat) the union of all races made subject to one 
husband, Christ. (18.21) 

A few lines later: 

For this reason in our age the sacrament of marriage (sacramentum nuptiarum) has been 
reduced to being a union between [only] one man and one woman … [since] out of 
many souls there will arise a city of people with a single soul and single heart turned 
to God (animam unam et cor unum in Deum; cf. Acts 4:32). This perfection of our unity 
will come about after this pilgrimage, when no longer will anyone’s thoughts be 
hidden from another, and no longer will anyone be in conflict with anyone about 
anything. 

In Augustine’s estimation, Christians have been given the sacrament of marriage so that through its 

sacramentality, we might possess in this life an image, a visible reminder, of our hope for perfect 

union with Christ in the age to come. And note, this is not strictly speaking a “Trinitarian” love, but 

is rather the single-minded unity of the members of Christ, one body united under one head, all 

animated by the mind of Christ. 

 

Augustine on the imaginative power of the sacrament of marriage 

This eschatological reference for marriage, based on our Christian hope in perfect, harmonious 

union with Christ in the life to come, is what motivates Augustine both to preserve the institution of 

marriage among Christians and suggest that they would be better off free from what he sees as the 

                                                
 25 On the Good of Marriage 3.3: cur sit bonum. 
 26 Ibid. 7.7: Quid sibi velit tanta firmitas vinculi conjugalis? 
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distraction of sexual intercourse. The presence of the sacrament is meant to spur on their faith, 

hope, and love. One only has to read Augustine’s sermons on the Psalms to notice that his 

imagination had been captured completely by the beauty of Christ united to his Body/Bride the 

Church, and that he hoped the image would capture the imagination of his congregation as well.27 

The beauty of the image of Christ united to the Church, what he frequently calls the “Whole Christ” 

(totus Christus), was tied up inextricably with the image of marriage, two in one flesh: “Jesus Christ is 

one man consisting of head and body, the Savior of the body and the body’s members, two in one 

flesh. They are two in one voice as well, and two in one passion; and when iniquity has finally passed 

away, they will be two in one rest” (Ennarrations on the Psalms 61.4). 

We might safely say that Augustine was “obsessed” with this image, and with obtaining the 

eschatological union represented by the sacrament of marriage. He was so focused on what marriage 

signified that he warned his congregants against allowing even the good of all earthly kinship, 

including love of one’s own spouse and children, to stand in its way: 

To those set alight by this love, or rather that they may be set alight, this is what he 
says: “Whoever loves father or mother above me is not worthy of me; and whoever 
does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me” (Matt. 10:37-38). He 
didn’t abolish love of parents, wife, children, but put them in their right order. He 
didn’t say “Whoever loves,” but “Whoever loves above me.” That’s what the Church 
is saying in the Song of Songs: “He put charity in order for me” (Song 2:4). Love 
your father, but not above your Lord; love the one who begot you, but not above the 
one who created you …. Love your mother, but not above the Church, who bore 
you to eternal life …. Love your wife, love your children after God, in such a way 
that you take care they too worship God with you; when you’re joined to him, you 
will fear no separation. (Sermon 344.2) 

As Augustine says in On Marriage and Concupiscence, speaking of marriage, “‘those who use this 

world’ (1 Cor. 7:30) should bear in mind that they are transient, not permanent residents of it” 

(I.13.15). If we love our spouses and kin too much in this life, we risk losing not only them, but our 

own union with Christ the Bridegroom in the eschaton. But the reverse is also true: if we love what 

the sacrament of marriage figures more than the earthly union itself, we gain not only Christ, but all 

things in the life to come (Matt. 19:29; Mark 10:29; Luke 18:29; 1 Cor. 3:21-23). After all, our earthly 

                                                
 27 Through his excellent work on Augustine over the past twenty years or so, Michael Cameron has perhaps 
done more than anyone else to highlight the centrality of the image of Christ united to his bride/body, the Church in 
Augustine’s thought (which Augustine frequently calls totus Christus, the Whole Christ). I’m convinced that the early 
controversies over the goodness of Christian marriage played a very important role, if not the central role, in bringing 
about this emphasis. For example, see Cameron’s new book Christ Meets Me Everywhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012). See also his “The Christological Substructure of Augustine’s Figurative Exegesis,” in Augustine and the Bible, ed. by 
Pamela Bright (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), pp. 74-103. 
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marriages will no longer exist in the eschaton (Matt. 22:30; Mark 12:25), but the bond between 

Christ and the Church endures unbroken forever. We are not talking about the denial of the 

goodness of the body, but rather its redemption and fulfillment in Christ. 

The authors of “Marriage in Creation and Covenant” have not got it quite right when they say, 

“the two natural goods of marriage — fides and proles, faithful union and fruitful procreation — are at 

the same time sacramentum.” Strictly speaking, for Augustine, it is not fides and proles that are 

sacramentum, but rather the three goods of marriage flow from the marriage bond itself 

(conjunctio/vinculum). The bond of the marriage provides the sacramentum, and the same bond also 

offers the goods of fides and proles. But it is the sacrament that redeems our fides and proles. Only 

when performed while being mindful of Christ and the Church are such common human activities 

as marriage and friendship and reproduction accomplished in faith, hope, and love; and only then 

are they properly called “Christian.” 

So it is that the sacramentum of marriage reminds us, through its signification of Christ united to 

the Church, to order rightly our marital fides, or faithful friendship, towards the good of mutually 

obtaining Christ with one’s spouse: “For they are joined one to another side by side, and walk 

together, and look together whither they walk” (On the Good of Marriage 1.1). An example of such fides 

is found in Augustine’s letter to an exemplary couple, Armentarius and Paulina, who had dedicated 

themselves to continent marriage. He wrote to share with them all that they would need to succeed 

in the life into which they had irreversibly committed themselves. The essential points of his letter 

are simple: one, the necessity of keeping one’s vows; two, becoming a lover of eternal life; and three, 

holding the world in contempt when compared with the life to come (Ep. 127). The second theme, 

which dominates this short letter, contains a rare but important description of the union of the 

Christian soul and Christ as “two in one flesh.” And it is vital to note, the injunction “Let eternal 

life, then, have you among her lovers” (Ep. 127.2) applies to both husband and wife as individuals; 

but it is only this “individualism” that provides a foundation strong enough to support a truly 

spiritual marriage of two hearts and minds united in true devotion to God. The individual’s integrity 

in devotion is the foundation for true friendship, marital or otherwise.28 

                                                
 28 For more on this see Carol Harrison’s excellent little article, “Marriage and Monasticism in St. Augustine: 
The bond of friendship,” Studia Patristica 33 (1996): 94-99. Yes, Augustine also includes sexual fides under this umbrella, 
but sees it as a loving and “friendly” accommodation to a spouse’s weakness. For him the essence of marital fides is really 
friendship (societas or amicitia). This fuller sense of fides was also noted by Cranmer, when in the Prayer Book he says 
marriage “was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the other, in prosperity 
and adversity.” 
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When it comes to the sacrament informing the good of proles, Kathryn Tanner correctly notes 

that Augustine believed the world to be adequately filled with individuals who had already been 

born, most of whom had been born outside the bounds of Christian marriage, perhaps most outside 

the bounds of marriage, period. Riffing on Eccl. 3:5, Augustine suggests “The former, of course, 

was the time for embracing; the present the time for holding back from embracing …. It is clear that 

there now exists from all the nations an abundance of children to be spiritually reborn, wherever 

they were born in the flesh” (On Marriage and Concupiscence I.12.13). Augustine is much more 

concerned with filling the City of God than the City of Man; anybody can produce biological 

offspring, with or without marriage. But those who would be perfect know they have not begun to 

fulfill the marital good of proles under the magnum sacramentum of Ephesians 5 until their children are 

baptized: “For [when they come together to conceive] they have the intention of bringing to birth 

children to be born again so that those who are born of them as children of the world may be 

reborn as children of God” (I.4.5). Similarly, he says. “Now [i.e., in our time] no one who is made 

perfect in piety seeks to have sons, save after a spiritual sense” (On the Good of Marriage 17.19). 

 
 
The Anglican tradition and the sacrament of marriage 

Cranmer’s Solemnization of Matrimony in the Book of Common Prayer stresses this religious quality 

of Augustinian, Christian marriage when he begins by establishing marriage as 

an honourable estate, instituted by God in the time of man’s innocency, signifying 
unto us the mystical union that is betwixt Christ and his Church … and therefore is 
not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to 
satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding; 
but reverently, discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and in the fear of God. 

Under this “honourable estate … signifying unto us the mystical union that is betwixt Christ and his 

Church,” Cranmer has discerned not three goods of marriage, but three “causes” of marriage, that 

is, reasons why Christians get married: (1) “the procreation of children, to be brought up in the fear 

and nurture of the Lord, and to the praise of his holy Name;” (2) as “a remedy against sin, and to 

avoid fornication,” and (3) “for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of 

the other.” Cranmer himself has arguably moved the magnum sacramentum from being merely a good 

of marriage to being the very principle of marriage itself, which informs and gives godly direction to 

the three legitimate earthly motivations, or “causes”, to marry. Though Cranmer’s doctrine of 

marriage took a different shape than Augustine’s, the spirit of Augustine seems to have been very 

much captured, with what I would suggest is a needed, more pastoral touch. 
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This preservation of the spirit of Augustine via Cranmer is perhaps seen nowhere as clearly or 

eloquently as in a sermon by the 17th century Caroline Divine Jeremy Taylor: The Marriage Ring, or the 

Mysteriousness and Duties of Marriage.29 Taylor begins by proclaiming the first gift of God to man was 

the “society” of marriage, and that on this foundation mankind then was filled with a desire to fill 

the empty earth and establish mighty nations. But with the establishment of Israel, Taylor gets 

creative and orients Hebrew marriage toward Christ when he says that the Promise of the Messiah 

“increased in men and women a wonderful desire of marriage,” and he states that every one of 

Abraham’s daughters hoped she would be the mother or grandmother or some other forebear of the 

Christ (presumably, he is thinking of Ruth, Anna, and Mary). With the advent of our Lord and the 

hardships and persecutions of the early apostolic ministry, Taylor follows Saint Paul in suggesting 

that the single life was indeed more prudent. But he goes a bit beyond Paul when he suggests, quite 

pastorally, that 

when the case was alter’d, and that storm was over, and the first necessities of the 
Gospel served, and the sound was gone out into all nations; in very many persons it was 
wholly changed, and not the married but the unmarried had … trouble in the flesh; 
and the state of marriage returned to its first blessing … and it was not good for man 
to be alone. (4) 

Taylor bases this on Paul’s own defense of marriage against misguided zealots, whom he says 

snatches “the Mystery from the hands of zeal and folly … to place it in Christ’s right hand, that all 

its beauties might appear” (5). 

A comparison of the celibate and married estates follows, where “continency” is still extolled as 

a gift, but is slightly surpassed by the honorable estate of marriage. 

Marriage was ordained by God, instituted in Paradise, was the relief of a natural 
Necessity, and the first blessing from the Lord; he gave to Man not a friend, but a 
Wife, that is a Friend and a Wife too: (for a good woman is in her soul the same that 
a man is, and she is a woman only in her body; that she may have the excellency of 
the one, and the usefulness of the other, and become amiable in both.) (6) 

These two friends, joined in the friendship of marriage and equipped to reproduce, are together “the 

seminary of the Church, and daily bring forth sons and daughters unto God …” (6). Taylor’s praise 

of marriage continues in the form of a classical encomium, and among his praises is this gem: 

“Marriage is the nursery of Heaven; the Virgin sends prayers to God, but she carries but one Soul to 

                                                
 29 Jeremy Taylor, The Marriage Ring (London: John Lane, 1907). The difficulty with using a work on marriage 
such as William Whately’s Directions for Married Persons in theological discussions on marriage (as does Radner, “Nuptial 
Mystery,” p. 8) is that Whately’s Directions — as useful as it might be — is a practical and moral admonition to those 
entering into marriage, not a theological exposition on what marriage is.  
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him; but the state of marriage fills up the numbers of the Elect, and hath in it the Labour of Love, 

and the delicacies of Friendship, the blessing of Society, and the union of Hands and Hearts” (7). 

Taylor then proceeds to tell us how, exactly, all this is brought about: 

Single life makes men in one instance to be like the Angels, but Marriage in very 
many things makes the chast pair to be like to Christ. This is a great mystery, but it is 
the symbolical and sacramental representment of the greatest mysteries in our 
Religion. Christ descended from his Father’s bosom, and contracted his Divinity 
with flesh and bloud, and married our Nature, and we became a Church, the spouse 
of the Bridegroom, which he cleansed with his Bloud, and gave her his holy Spirit for 
a dowry, and Heaven for a jointure; begetting children unto God by the Gospel …. 
Here is the eternal Conjunction, the indissoluble knot, the exceeding love of Christ, 
the obedience of the Spouse, the communicating of Goods, the uniting of Interests, 
the fruit of Marriage, a celestial Generation, a new Creature; Sacramentum magnum est; 
this is the Sacramental mystery, represented by the holy Rite of Marriage; so that 
Marriage is divine in its Institution, sacred in its Union, holy in the Mystery, 
sacramental in its Signification, honourable in its Appellative, religious in its 
Imployme: It is Advantage to the societies of men, and it is Holiness to the Lord. Dico 
autem in Christo & Ecclesia, It must be in Christ and the Church. 

Indeed, the advantage of Christian marriage is that it stamps the most fundamental of all human 

relationships with the seal of Christ, and in so doing it sanctifies them, making “the chast pair to be 

like to Christ.” Taylor goes on to repeat the point for emphasis: 

If this be not observed, Marriage loses its mysteriousness: but because it is to effect 
much of that which it signifies,30 it concerns all that enter into those golden fetters to see 
that Christ and his Church be in at every of its periods, and that it be intirely 
conducted and over-rul’d by Religion; for so the Apostle passes from the 
sacramental rite to the real Duty … that the man love his wife, and the wife reverence her 
husband. (9) 

From here Taylor goes on to the second portion of the sermon to give detailed moral instruction 

and guidance to the couple as a pair, to the man as husband, and finally to the woman as wife, all 

founded upon the doctrine established by the first portion, where he expounded on “the 

Conjunction of Christ and his Church by this similitude” (9). 

 
 
Conclusion 

I am unable to predict how compelling our church will find this view of marriage to be for our 

time, but my hope is that those who have had the patience to read this response will recognize that it 

is thoroughly Augustinian and properly Anglican. My hope has been simply to give our Great 

                                                
 30 Emphasis in this instance is mine, not Taylor’s original. 
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Tradition a voice in a discussion of vital importance for our church, hoping perhaps against hope 

that in an appeal to tradition we might find ourselves again, and find in our heritage not 

embarrassment to overcome, but rather the life and joy promised us in Christ. 

I am aware that questions remain, perhaps most glaring is why recognition of the sacrament 

requires the joining of a man and a woman rather than two of the same gender. I believe Augustine 

has much to say on the issue of gender as well,31 but explaining this has not been my purpose here. 

My intention in writing this essay has been more foundational, sketching out what I believe 

Augustine thought Christian marriage to be, and how this same conception of the sacramental bond 

lived on with vibrancy and vigor in our Anglican tradition. My hope is that this same conception will 

remain in the Anglican mind, that we will recognize the power of the sacrament as the ratio, or 

principle of Christian marriage, and consider its sanctifying effect on not only the lives of our 

families, but on the Christian life generally. Indeed, if we deepen our understanding of the 

sacraments and their testimony to the purposes of God in the ordering of the universe, we might 

even discover that the question of marriage is not simply one of practice but of fundamental 

doctrine. I suspect engaging the question of theological anthropology — mindful of the ratio and 

order of all creation (Ps. 19, etc.) — will go a long ways towards establishing a satisfying basis for 

retaining the traditional understanding of the sacrament of marriage as the union of a man and a 

woman, and will open up its manifold other applications as well.32 For example, as sacramental 

witness to the union of Christ and the church, marriage can also serve as a powerful scheme for 

Christian asceticism. As Augustine says, in a much-neglected treatise, “There are three unions (tres… 

copulas): Christ and the Church, husband and wife, spirit and flesh.”33 Other examples could be 

provided but it is enough, for now, to establish marriage’s sacramentality as paramount. Let us pray 

the sacrament of marriage might be preserved in our church so that, in the words of Jeremy Taylor, 

it may continue “to effect much of that which it signifies.” 

 

                                                
 31 I hope to have a fuller account published in the next year, hopefully under the title, Augustine on Marriage, 
Continentia, and the Whole Christ. 

32 Sarah Coakley will be an indispensible interlocutor in this conversation. 
 33 On Continence 9.23. 


