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THE MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIP IN THE LIFE OF
PRAYER

RoseMarY HauGHTON

happy marriage. In a marriage which is unhappy for physic ;
mental, or spiritual reasons, through the fault of €ifi
partner, or both, or neither, there may be great holiness, but ¢ 5
holiness will not be according to the pattern of sanctity W dcae
God designs for marriage. It is of the life of prayer Wlt%lln ”
pattern that I want to write, using the word ‘prayer 1 lth
widest sense of the whole relationship of the dedicated soul
God. ot
It is a pity that the saints are so little help in this matter- M
married saints either lost their partners early, or struggled towar .
sanctity through the suffering caused by an unhappy m%rn[jgch
There are exceptions: St Margaret of Scotland and St Eliza hels
of Hungary are great examples, but we know so little © help:
private lives that for practical purposes they are not much at
St Thomas More’s first marriage seems to have been happY» e
his young wife died early, and his second wife was never (oud
than a well-loved house-keeper, whom he seems to h-ave o
on occasion rather irritating. The important thing 15 2’:61}’
life of prayer, intense as it was, seems to have been en
unrelated to his relationship with his wife. life of
This seems to me to be the crux of the matter. In the ched
prayer, do I come to God as a unit which happens to be aﬁrﬁgc
to another for practical purposes, or do I pray so that the I
relationship is part of the fabric of my relationship Wi

IN WRITING of marriage and prayer I am writing of noﬂ_nal’

th God?

Immediately a fundamental problem appears, 0’:’[ wha!
bothers most thoughtful people, though they may not knlo e each
it is that is worrying them. However much two people ° peve
other, they will never cease to be two people. They motio®®
enter into each other’s thoughts, share each other's € oplc P
never be one. Phrases such as these are often used of P¢ atit?
love, as if they could come to be true in an exact SE5% " desis?

not so. ‘United souls are not satisficd with embraces
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fo b? truly each other; which being impossible, their desires are
tite, and proceed without a possibility of satisfaction.” Affection
3;; €Xperience may teach them to guess each other’s thoughts
OtﬁY ccurately, to react very strongly in sympathy with each
of 8 feehpgs; physical union may bring them to the very edge
aCCPerSOnahty; b}lt that.ffontmr may never be crossefi,_ and the
er:PtanCe of this agonizing fact is one of the conditions of a
¢ marriage relationship.
lig ilmpossibﬂity of achieving absolute unity extends to the
Sir %hprayer. There can be no complete sharing in this either.
quo omas Browne, who was responsible for the depressing
d8tion just given, provides some sort of answer himself.
anow’ if we can bring our affections to look beyond the body,
nog (C);Slt an eye upon the soul, we have found the true obJect,
Y of friendship, but charity; and the greatest happiness
£ :ian bequegth the soul, is that wherein we all do place our last
it ty, salvation: which though it be not in our power to bestow,
and M our Cl’larity, and pious invocations to desire, if not procure
‘Procllllrr er.” But we have in marriage a God-given means to
of thise and further’ our salvation; and in order to make full use
There Special grace, salvanqn must be sought in common.
mcfeasj;m be no complete unity in prayer, but there can be an
-0y 8 unity of purpose, and a greater and greater degree of
ey ation and help in achieving that purpose. To acquire this
O gre eliberate and conscious efort is very little usc.and may
!lones 3t harm, A frankness forced by some preconception about
itwi)) N marriage may well lead to disaster; and for a long time
lify ¢Probably be unwise if not impossible to discuss each other’s
will ePrayer at all openly: the awkwardness of talking about it
the PraVe an unpleasant feeling which may be carried over into
With G“-Zer tself and create an awkwardness in the relationship
Omplege ' A marriage begins on the wedding day, but it is not
a 0w1e until death, and to expect a relationship which is
% beco Sdged to be immensely complicated in other' spheres
Praye isnle Perfectly simple and straightforward in the life of
Codg N & little unrealistic, Simplicity is very desirable, and with
b “rsuig 3¢ it will come, and with it the unity of purpose whose
achievei AVe suggested as an ideal; but it takes a long time to
o Gog . 8reat deal of patience, a faithful and humble waiting
»d 3 refusa] 1o be discouraged by apparent lack of
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understanding. Nor is it any use dragging this lack of unde®”
standing into the open and insisting on discussing it before the
right time comes, for any matter of real importance which 5
actually put into words between married people becomes 2 part
of their relationship; they have to live with it, and if it aPPCarj
too soon it may be very uncomfortable. A new-born baby woul
be uncomfortable if it suddenly got all its teeth; they would b¢
no use, and would get in the way. Later on, though, teeth ari
very useful. So there comes a moment when it is desirable tha
aspects of the spiritual life of cach partner should be OPim_H
discussed, and common principles stated. The occasion W%
present itself without any forcing if both partners have done
best to co-operate with the work of the Holy Spirit in their 0 e
souls, peacefully and without rigidity or any attempt t0 for 7
God’s work into what they consider to be the correct shape- E rlob .
that moment, the common principles stated in this WaY'WﬂthCif
a support and a source of strength to both partners 1 | il
individual relationship with God. This process of ndiv ,
development followed by discussion and explicit statement ™ is
well be repeated many times until such a degree of un'ldejc
achieved that discussion will cease to be a necessary Smgemmﬂdng
spiritual growth of the two people, though of course = ¢
about spiritual things will continue to be a natural an
part of their lif together. When I speak of ‘unity’ in the SPK%sCl}’
Jife, I do not at all mean ‘sameness’. It is, on the contrary, P, e
the purpose of this sharing of the results of experience toclg; 0
greater strength to each partner in his own particular aprOih o
God. They become, not more alike, but more completely
selves as they try to become more like Christ. essarlly
Such a devclopment of unity in the spiritual life HCCaI mefs
imvolves a very close and deep sympathy between the PhaPPy
at every level, for two people who were not compicte Y eve &
and at ease in cach other’s company could never aCPt':LrhthS
sufficient degrec of delicacy in reaction to one another- o 0
the most common obstacle to sympathy and co-operatioh et
spiritual life lics in 2 wrong attitude to the marriage act, Jove"
ordained by God to be the complete expression of hur gnanc
I am not here talking of marriages where there is real 1P deliber™
on one side or the other, or any kind of misuse, whether £ oy

ate or due merely to ignorance or lack of self-control

help
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S Uposes, _such cases are abnormal, and outside the scope of this
;tlc €. It is a question of marriages where the partners are suited
theeaICh other and find satisfaction in physical union, but where
) nf) 1ysical act of love is keptin a separate mental and emotional
Al ‘Partment from the rest of married life, and where, most of
e 't 1s utterly separated from the life of prayer. To isolate it in

S Way is to make the marriage act scarcely more than animal.
th?: S ot complete on the purely human level and to exclude
les tuPernatural from any human action is to make it something
. than fully human. In the case of an act so essential and so

Mhate, the results of this lowering cannot but be serious.

‘Crele feeling that physical union in marriage is something
Nage] ¥ permitted by God because of human weakness is unfortu-
Pe }f very widespread, even among pious and deeply prayerful

Ple. Tt is o wrong feeling, but its roots are very deep, and it has

N most carefully watered and tended by the Devil. God does

‘i g_ermit this union, he wills it. He does not allow two people to
Partiflllfd together, he Joins them together. He joins ‘them'm this
ang {ar manner and in no other, he approves their union, he

ttshlt' In t_he face of his manifest Wﬂl‘, how dare we suggest
iy € marriage act is something degrading, to be pushed out of
i Praas soon as it is over, and never, never, brought before him

ucyer? Are we afraid he will be shocked:
Regegey an attitude is not always due to prudery. The lovely and
tea inry virtue of modesty, if it is not completed by enlightened
of b gon th; sacrament of marriage, may lead to 2 certain fear
u Sical union which, even in a happy marriage, results in an
W) olilgness to think about it, and if it is not thought about, it
COme. , ¢ Prayed about. There is another and deeper fear which
the in to Mmany thoughtful and self-conscious people, the fear of
pary o ttable loss of conscious control of the mind which is
¢ union in love of two people. They are afraid to let
eace to trust, and a conflict like this is bound to make a
here is ad prayerful married life almost impossible. The trouble
oup .14t the fear js 2 well-founded one. If we lose control of
| OVerS’ to what‘ influences are we laying ourselves open:

Ot toye S 80 down into deep waters; for the moment they have
of Teag, Wwith the familiar, everyday things, with the processes
They arn that sort out the puzzles and argue away the fears.
€ down at the roots of the world, the naked soul is exposed



208 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

to the elemental things over which it has no control. The ans#®
is, surely, that if we can easily expose ourselves to somet!
evil in this unknown territory, we can also find God there !
is what we arc looking for. It is then all the more necessary tg
approach the matter soberly and prayerfully, but with joy &
confidence in God, who did not give us this gift for ill but for
good. Then, when we go down into the depths, we fall into
hand of God.

The Nuptial Mass refers to this blessing “which alone st
not taken away either by the punishment for the first sin 0%
the sentence of the flood’. We might sometimes remember ©
thank God for it. By this God-ordained union the partncts .
marriage give themselves to him who joins them, in the sam€?
by which they give themselves to each other. They ofter
God an act of worship which he has made worthy of his 3“3};
tance. A refusal to make this offering may spring fro® 0
cowardly feeling that the gift is unworthy, or from a cling™é
the pleasure of the flesh as if we thought that by offering it 0
God we risked losing some selfish gratification. We wﬂn}iich
keep it ourselves, and it is the exaggeration of this attitude :lvl he
has led to the attempt to put sex in the place of God, with h
hideous distortion and degradation of something hol}’.to w bly
this has led. The refusal of the offering brings with it valtaany
the disgust, the dissatisfaction and uneasiness that O fm it
people feel. If they are sensitive, disgust produces a sense © e
which intensifies the tendency to separate sexual love from ity

.. . o
spiritual life, so that the complete development of the pers ferin
becomes impossible. But, on the contrary, the total self-08
of two people to God in the union which he has blessed, canc ofF
to a liberation of the spirit, a joyful freedom of love 82 ¢
summates perfectly the marriage in which, as has been s31% God:
are not two partners, but three—husband, and wife, 3¢ "~ qd
It is not, in practice, a simple matter. All sorts of conscio” i
unconscious prejudices and emotions are bound up 1 ltfa ¢ act
may make a simple and reverent approach to the mar! Cg celf
very difficult. It may take years to make the delicat® S ol
definable, adjustments in the relationship which lead t© o i
sympathy, and to that wordless satisfaction with each Othc; itself!
is the mark of a really happy marriage. But the long €8 1 be?
made with God’s help constantly sought in prayet:

fhe
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Means of reaching that unity of purpose in his service which I
Proposed as an ideal.
iy Ve discussed at some length the sexual side of marriage in
" relation to God, not because I give it first place, but because
-8 100 often neglected altogether. In practice the whole married
di{?f ved in God’s service will assume a rhythm, different in
erent couples, in which every part will find its proper place
i Proportion, and each will contribute to the harmony of
i f: whole, Not that complete harmony can be achieved in this
o There will always be the war between the spirit and the
oy the clear flame of love will be dimmed by uncontrolled
$9%8lon, the body will fret against the restraints that the soul
IEOSCS, the proud soul may despise the body. We shall be
oth pted to impatience with each other, to contempt for cach
°Ts failings, to smugness at our OWn apparent progress, to
egu“ at a momentary weakness of the flesh, even to jealousy of
t f?ther s spiritual good. We shall lose sight of the goal and long
At vl? a relegse from boredom in selfish lust or in feverish
xce ty, Shuttmg out both God and our partner in marriage,
t(’geg: as vehicles for ‘self-expression’. So we go on, clinging
e of and clinging to God, though we sometimes cannot
o e why. We cannot suddenly begin to behave as if we were
befoi:amed, and expect everything to be the same as it was
Pechy.. O Wever useless it sometimes seems, we do cling on, and
Pite gs mn t}_us way we may find the way to Heaven, not in
Marriage, or apart from marriage, but in and through it.

18,

O1E: py . . > .
terg 3, Pere Dubois’s paper on Adaptations for Religious Sis-

tance will be continued in the February issue.—Editor.



