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As I write this, I approach the three-month mark of
my marriage. In the lead up to our wedding day,
and in the days since, I’ve had the opportunity to
reflect on marriage as vocation, which is how this
collection of essays came to be.
This collection is my ruminatio – my ruminations on
marriage, as part of the series Vocation Brisbane is
producing on vocation and discernment.
I believe that marriage is a powerful witness to God
in a world that often discredits the values of
devotion and commitment. I hope these reflections
will inspire this vision in married, engaged and
dating couples. Your life and love will transform the
world.
Adam Burns
05/08/2016
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Questions and Answers
Nothing could have prepared us for it. The
daunting feeling that had lurked in shadows over
the months was looming large as the moment
came to fruition. Newly married, fresh off the plane
and standing in a car rental parking lot, I took in the
task that lay before me. This car was no ordinary
car. It was a left-hand drive, bound for the righthand lane of the Hawaiian roads we were about to
explore. Marriage preparation did not prepare us
for this!
Our marriage prep courses did teach us that
marriage is not an instant-fix-it to all relationship
problems. A ceremony and a ring do not make life
or love instantly easier. That time of preparation
did equip us with the tools we needed to confront
our frustrations and agitations as I endeavoured to
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indicate with my blinkers and not my windscreen
wipers while avoiding oncoming traffic!
Throughout the beginning of married life, I've had
to remind myself that marriage doesn't magically
sweep away my issues. Don't get me wrong; my
honeymoon was not full of marital arguments or
disagreements. However, I did realise that my
hesitation towards conflict, my short fuse and my
indecisiveness are all still very much real and could
not be swept under the metaphorical marital
carpet. I also realised that my relationship with my
wife, since even before we were married, has
helped me grow and heal in these areas, making
me a better person.
Herein lies the "magic" of the States of Life.
Whether we're called to Marriage, or Ordained or
Religious Life or to the Single Life; that State of Life
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is not an answer in and off itself. One of the
taglines we use often is "ask the question", but the
question isn't pointed towards a single answer, the
question points to an on-going journey: the
discernment process. We discern constantly, even
when we've made that State of Life commitment,
about who we are and who we are in relationship
with God and others.
The issue is that we've become about the endpoint. Our society likes to explain things to an end;
we establish limits and end-points by what we
hope to get out of any given opportunity. For
example we no longer look at careers as being
“life-long”.
Even in the Church we've made vocation about
deciding your State of Life, and after choosing this
seemingly the discernment process ends. So the
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idea of a process that doesn't lead to a defined
end-point can be uncomfortable. We risk
diminishing the sacramental graces present in our
States of Life by making them the end point of our
adult-faith decision making: the faith journey is
initiated through Baptism and Confirmation, but
doesn't end in Ordination or Consecration or
Marriage.
Over the years I've looked forward to finally finding
my "discernment resting place", the point where I
no longer have the question of "where am I called"
hovering over my head. After my wedding day I've
realised that such a resting place doesn't (and
perhaps, shouldn't) exist. Marriage is my next
jumping point into the world. When once the
discernment journey was what drove me to pursue
God in my daily life, now it is my marriage that
shapes my life, enabling me to consider new
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opportunities and possibilities for what my life as a
married Christian man will look like. That excites
me to no end, it also pushes me outside of myself
as I discern what options will be best for my family.
Discerning marriage with my wife has pushed me
to a bigger vision for my life.
As I sat in that left-hand drive car, flicking off my
windscreen wipers for the hundredth time in an
attempt to indicate left, trying not to grow impatient
with myself as my wife was instructing me to "stay
right, stay right"; I realised that my wedding day
was not a magic end-point to all my questions
about faith, life and calling. What my wedding day
does represent is an invitation to more, to consider
further who Adam Burns is, as a Christian, as a
man, and now, as a husband.
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Marriage as Sacrament
“Now, Lord, you know that I take this wife of mine
not because of lust, but for a noble purpose. Call
down your mercy on me and on her, and allows us
to live together to a happy old age.” With these
words, Tobias marks the beginning of his marriage
with Sarah. These were also the words that my wife
and I chose to mark the beginning of our marriage
– it was the First Reading at our wedding.
I remember sitting at the front of the Church,
feeling somewhat vulnerable. Two large seats had
been set apart at the front for my bride and I - and I
remember feeling completely exposed to our
family and friends.
I was still coming down of the initial rush of
emotion from seeing my bride turn the corner into
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the doorway, slowly walking towards me. I hadn’t
seen her in her dress until this point, and I almost
burst into tears. In this blur or emotion and unecho-able joy, Tobias’ prayer seized my attention
as my groomsmen proclaimed them for the
congregation.
“Not because of lust, but for a noble purpose.” It’s
made immediately clear that, despite their
coincidental meeting, Tobias and Sarah desire to
leave nothing else to chance. This is a clear
contrast to what is often presented in the media, in
movies and television and by social media as
“romantic relationships”. Rather than a hope for a
future lived together, relationships are often
portrayed as temporary or interchangeable.
How then can we understand marriage not just as
a life event or a Facebook status update, but as a
lifetime lived with love and tenderness? We live in
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a world of ultra-connectedness, whether its in our
homes or work, on social media or in our populous
cities, we spend all of our lives living with and
amongst other people. Our world is relationships.
What then makes the marital relationship so
special? Why, for example, do we celebrate
marriage as a Sacrament in the Church?
A Sacrament is an outward sign of inward grace, or
a tangible experience of the unseen God working
in our world. When we say that marriage is a
Sacrament, we are in fact saying that we can see in
the relationship of the married couple a sign of the
relationship between God and all humanity.
God is Trinity: Father, Son and Spirit. That means
that God’s own self is a relationship. But it’s not just
any relationship: it’s one of intense love,
commitment and devotion. It brings life to the
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world and sustains it. The relationship of the Trinity
is creative, forgiving and empowering.
Married couples, who believe in and work for their
relationship, also reveal these same things: they
make vows of love, commitment and devotion to
each other in a way which is radically unique to our
world, they bring new life to the world as they grow
and raise a family. They create, forgive and
empower their children, and indeed many who
come into contact with them.
Having grown up in a broken family with divorced
parents, this vision for marriage was foreign to me.
I couldn’t ever remember my parents showing
tenderness or emotion towards each other. But
then I got to travel around Australia the year after I
finished High School. During this year, billeted out
with all sorts of families, I saw this vision for
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marriage in so many married couples. Of course,
each couple were different and unique, their love
and devotion took its own form. But there was no
questioning their love and commitment to each
other and their families. The way these couples
and families lived had a profound impact on my
own outlook on family life. It was transformative.
The love between husband and wife, their singular
commitment to each other, being the birthplace of
a family, reminds us of the love God has for us,
God’s people. It’s a sign of the love Christ has for
the Church. So not only do they build faith in this
world by building faith within their family and each
other; the married couple are beacons of hope in
our world, that prove that love and faithfulness still
exist and exist powerfully.
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Marriage as Vocation
When we got married, my wife and I received
several meaningful presents, but one in particular
inspires me. It’s a little figurine, carved from wood,
depicting the Holy Family. A friend bought it for us
in the Holy Land, and though little, it stands proudly
on our bedhead. The carving is simple, almost
nondescript, of a young Jesus wrapped up in the
arms of his Mother, with Joseph standing guard
over them. It’s a powerful symbol of the intimacy
and unity of marriage and family.
Oddly though, the three are not huddled inwards
looking at each other. Rather, wrapped together,
they peer outwards in the same direction.
It’s a nice scene. But it feels so far removed from
the reality of life and marriage. I mean, the reality is
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that my wife and I work completely different jobs.
We both want to make a positive impact in the
world, but we do that in drastically different ways.
So it can feel like we spend our days living on two
totally different worlds.
The priest that married us sums it up well: “It’s
Team Burns against the world!” Often, between
work and bills and being time poor and all other
forms of expectation, it can feel like the world is
teaming up against married couples. The vision of
the vocation of married couples that we hear about
during marriage preparation courses, or that is
preached about on wedding days, is a beautiful
and good thing. But in the reality of life, how do we
actually live it?
We need to get real about what marriage is.
Marriage as a vocation is not some mystical destiny

15
of being united with “The One”. It’s about a real,
concrete choice to join lives with another person.
And as two lives are joined there is a crafting of a
family union. It isn’t about staring in on one’s self
and family isn’t about staring in on each other. Like
that carving of the Holy Family on our bedhead,
family’s today are challenged to look outwards to
the world, sharing their love and unity together.
The call of marriage to be unified, to be one, is not
about physically doing the same thing. It’s not just
about sharing space and time - married couples
are called to be more than just that. The calling is
to reflect and know who and why you are as a
married couple, to have a real and concrete vision.
In all of life there are joys and struggles.
A lot of businesses talk about knowing their “why”:
knowing why the company exists and why they do
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what they do. Knowing their “why” steers the
company, determining its direction and sustaining
it through all seasons. So, what is the “why” of
marriage?
In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is questioned about the
commandments and which are the most important.
He boils it down to two: “You shall love the Lord,
your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first
commandment. The second is like it: You shall love
your neighbour as yourself. The whole law and the
prophets depend on these two commandments.”
(Mt 22:37-40). Anything that we do must start from
love, the sort of love that positively influences and
shapes our world and others. That is our ultimate
calling.
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The “why” of marriage is a radical expression of
love, a story of trust: when so much of the world is
broken and disparate, it’s married couples and
families who love each other through the joys and
struggles who are that sign of God in the world.
The carving of the Holy Family symbolises this: it’s
love for each other, but it’s also about being a
powerful witness, unified and sharing that love out
with the world.
The call of marriage isn’t about some fluffy
spirituality or over-mystified sense of belonging to
one another. It’s the daily choice to love even in
the face of the realities of joys and struggles.
Through that choice, the couple grow in unity and
intimacy as they shape their family. In that unity
and intimacy, the family is invited to look out to the
world and see how they might be family in it.
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Pope Francis concluded his Apostolic Exhortation about the
Love in the Family, Amoris Laetitia, with this prayer to the Holy
Family:

PRAYER TO THE HOLY FAMILY
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, in you we contemplate
the splendour of true love; to you we turn with trust.
Holy Family of Nazareth, grant that our families too
may be places of communion and prayer, authentic
schools of the Gospel and small domestic churches.
Holy Family of Nazareth, may families never again
experience violence, rejection and division;
may all who have been hurt or scandalised find ready
comfort and healing.
Holy Family of Nazareth, make us once more mindful of
the sacredness and inviolability of the family, and its
beauty in God’s plan.
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Graciously hear our prayer.
Amen.
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For more information about marriage discernment,
check out:
•

Worldwide Marriage Encounter, retreat weekends
for married couples: http://www.wwme.org.au

•

Marriage Resource Centre, programs and
mentoring for married and engaged couples:
https://marriageresourcecentre.org/couples/

•

Centacare, marriage and relationship programs
and counselling:
http://centacarebrisbane.net.au/marriage-andrelationship/overview-marriage-and-relationship/

•

The John Paul II Centre for Marriage and Family in
Melbourne offer postgraduate courses:
http://www.jp2institute.org
Or visit the Vocation Brisbane website for articles,
blogs and links about marriage and vocational
discernment: http://www.vocationbrisbane.com.

