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Executive Summary: Marriage in Creation and Covenant 

John Bauerschmidt, Zachary Guiliano, Wesley Hill, and Jordan Hylden 

Abstract: The recent Report of the Task Force on the Study of Marriage, as presented to the 78th 
General Convention, proposes substantial changes to The Episcopal Church’s marriage canons. 
By replacing language in Canon I.18 drawn from the marriage rite in The Book of Common 
Prayer, the changes would render optional the traditional understanding that marriage is a 
“covenant between a man and a woman” that is intended, when it is God’s will, “for the 
procreation of children.” We contend that these changes obscure the nature of marriage as a 
divinely created social form that is the external basis of the covenant union between “Christ and 
the Church” (Eph. 5:32). As such, it draws a veil over marriage as an outward and visible sign of 
this union. While leaving open the issue of blessing same-sex unions, we make an Augustinian 
case for retaining the prayer book’s doctrine of marriage. !
Note: We present here a condensed version of our Anglican Theological Review essay, available 
online: http://www.anglicantheologicalreview.org/read/conversations/marriage-church/ !
KEY POINTS: 

• TEC’s Task Force on the Study of Marriage (TFSM) proposals are a fundamental change 
to the Christian doctrine of marriage, not just a surface-level revision.  Both sexual 
complementarity between male and female and the traditional second good of marriage, 
offspring, are rendered optional rather than structural.   

• The TFSM proposal obscures the tradition’s view of marriage as a sacramental icon of 
the covenant love between Christ and the church (Eph. 5), present in creation as the man 
and woman are made in God’s image and told to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1-2).   

• The TFSM proposal is historically flawed: It does not demonstrate a responsible 
understanding of the marriage tradition it aims to develop.  It takes a “divide-and-
conquer” approach to history, and draws ideological conclusions.   

• The TFSM proposal is vague about the sexual nature of the marriage relationship, and 
does not show how it is distinct from close friendships or family ties. 

• The TFSM has failed to consult with ecumenical and Anglican Communion partners.  
Nor have they left time for adequate discussion within TEC between those of differing 
views.  On such an important and potentially divisive issue, and after the travails of the 
last decade, more discussion is needed. 

• The TFSM report is methodologically flawed: It assumes that Scripture is a contradictory 
welter from which we must sift out the kernel of “God’s will” from the chaff, rather than 
a canonical whole “written for our learning,” which we must expound such that no parts 
are “repugnant to another” according to the Christ-shaped rule of faith.  So too with 
tradition: the TFSM does not engage with sacred tradition as the living voice of the 
Church catholic, but instead as a mélange of resources from which to draw today. 
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• Far better is the Augustinian tradition’s richly biblical and theological understanding of 
the three goods of marriage: fidelity (fides), offspring (proles), and the sacrament 
(sacramentum).  Augustine and the tradition that followed developed these goods as a 
way to understand Gen. 1-2 as received by the New Testament.  At a deep theological and 
biblical level, it is a way of seeing the cross-shaped resonance between God’s creation of 
male and female and Christ’s covenant love for the Church.  Other proposals drive a 
wedge between creation and covenant, or between body and spirit; the Augustinian 
tradition holds them all together.   

• The TFSM proposal is shaped by theologically problematic modern assumptions, instead 
of the narrative world of Scripture in which all things hold together in Christ (Col. 1:17).  
As such it misunderstands marriage as an odd fragment from another time, instead of 
within the biblical and Christ-centered worldview in which it makes sense.  The 
Augustinian tradition represents a rich proposal for seeing marriage whole again, as a 
theological construal of all of Scripture that re-centers marriage in Christ within the 
created world.      

• General Convention is in danger of hastily substituting a fulsome tradition for a watered-
down replacement.  If there is to be a second Task Force, it must be one with members of 
more varied views.  As the TFSM said: “The Church does not have the excuse of … 
fatigue or lack of energy, and it is incumbent upon it to do the best it can in its careful 
consideration of the theology of marriage.”  Our church can and must do better. !

!
 At its General Convention this summer, The Episcopal Church (TEC) will consider a 

resolution to amend the church’s canons to allow same-sex couples to marry. The denomination’s 

official Task Force on the Study of Marriage has proposed replacing language in the canons 

drawn from the famed “Dearly beloved” opening exhortation of the marriage service in The Book 

of Common Prayer, which asserts that “the union of husband and wife” is intended, when it is 

God’s will, “for the procreation of children.” By excising the requirement that Christian marriage 

be a “a lifelong union between a man and a woman,” along with the Augustinian tradition’s 

second good of marriage, offspring, from the list of “purposes for which it was instituted by 

God,” marriage would be defined as open to same-sex couples whose sexual unions are not 

biologically fruitful. 
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 Though the U.S. Supreme Court is at present considering whether the constitution 

requires that same-sex couples be allowed to marry in civil law, the Court is not obligated to take 

into consideration the anthropology of Genesis 1-2 as it is received by the New Testament.  But 

any church worthy of the name is indeed obligated to do so.   We believe that the TEC task force 

has failed to do justice to this necessary task, such that their proposed canonical revisions are a 

sweeping and unjustified redefinition of the Christian doctrine of marriage at odds with received 

biblical teaching. Such a re-definition would obscure the nature of marriage as a mysterious icon 

of the union between “Christ and the Church” (Eph. 5:32), present in creation itself. 

 As such, we contend that the proposal of the TEC task force should be rejected. The 

rationale for its work, laid out in an extensive accompanying report, is marred by serious 

historical, methodological, and theological flaws. If acted upon, the proposals will present new 

problems not only for our partners in the Anglican Communion and in other churches, but also 

for moderate and conservative Episcopalians committed to preserving the traditional teaching of 

The Book of Common Prayer, either by itself or alongside a rite of blessings for same-sex unions. 

!
1.  Problems with the task force report 

 Before setting forth a positive account of marriage, we begin with three areas of concern 

with the work of the task force: its treatment of the history of marriage, its vagueness about the 

character of the marital relationship, and its minimal consultation with others, joined to 

substantive proposed changes in the ‘non-discrimination clause’ of the church’s canons (I.17.5). 

!
History and tradition 
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 The task force report leans heavily upon its historical essay to prove that “Christian 

marriage” and its precursors have always been marked by “variations and discontinuities,” such 

that there really is no stable tradition of marriage to which a possible present-day revision must 

be ordered as a proper development (13, 32).  But the report does not evince an in-depth 

understanding of the tradition, failing to directly engage with any of the standard magisterial 

treatments of the topic (such as Brundage 1987, Reynolds 1994, or Witte 1994).  We are given 

little review of the important history of civil and canon law regulating marriage practice.  

Similarly, we are barely exposed to the catholic Church’s long tradition of theological reflection 

on marriage: just a nod here and there, such as that Augustine commended marriage but was 

“ambivalent” about it, and nothing at all about Aquinas.   

 What we receive, instead of an engagement with tradition as the living theological 

witness of the Church catholic, is an undifferentiated and cursory history of “the many things 

that marriage has meant” (45).  What this amounts to is a selective review of different practices 

in different time periods, from which ideological conclusions are drawn.  For example, we are 

told that the primary lesson to draw from Roman and Jewish marriage is that “western culture 

has a long heritage of refusing the legal privilege of marriage to… those living at the margins of 

society” (48).  The report fails to note that the classic definition of marriage appeared in this 

period.  As the third-century Roman jurist Modestinus put it: “Marriage is the union of a man and 

a woman, a partnership for life, a fellowship involving divine and human law.”  This definition 

was preserved by the authoritative legal digest of the Christian emperor Justinian, and so became 

a touchstone for later theological and legal texts.  The report avoids the real historical coherence 
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of the tradition, choosing instead to take a divide-and-conquer approach.  Moreover, the 

historical work it does attempt is flawed and erroneous on a number of counts.   

!
Lack of specificity 

 Another issue that mars the report is its vagueness about the character of the marital 

relationship.  The essay on “Christian Marriage as Vocation” struggles admirably to define 

marriage as “a particular kind of relational vessel” that allows for the sanctification of the couple 

through a shared form of life (40).  But in attempting to supplant biological fruitfulness with a 

generic principle of “growth and generativity” (40-42, 25), the task force fails to distinguish 

married life sufficiently from a particularly committed spiritual friendship, a close familial 

relationship, or a religious community.  And the same problem dogs the suggestion of general 

“moral values of self-offering love” as the primary “criteria for a holy marriage” (10).  The task 

force takes little account of marital eros, focusing instead on generalities about commitment, 

shared life, and mutual joy.   

!
Lack of consultation and canonical proposals 

 The task force might have avoided these errors, among others, if it had engaged in the 

widespread consultation mandated by the 2012 General Convention, which asked it to “consult 

with other churches in the Anglican Communion and with our ecumenical partners” (A050).  The 

task force engaged in no such consultation, save for a review of resources from other churches.  

Though the report credits this to “budgetary and time limitations” (97), it does not propose 

redressing this lack (6-7).  After a decade of travails in the Communion centered on precisely 
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these issues, our fellow Anglican and ecumenical partners deserve much better.  Moreover, the 

task force pushes along its proposals with little room left for conversation within TEC, despite 

the substantive issues raised.   

We are furthermore troubled by the proposal that the conscience clause, by which clergy 

may decline to solemnize or bless any marriage, ought now to be conditioned by the non-

discrimination clause, which prohibits denial of access to the life and worship of the church on 

the basis of sex, sexual orientation, or gender expression (I.17.5).  The report suggests the 

removal of the concluding phrase of I.17.5, “except as otherwise specified by Canons,” which 

the task force believes would have the effect of “banning discrimination against the enumerated 

classes altogether” with respect to marriage (83).   

!
2.  Scripture, tradition, and reason 

 Before moving to our positive account of marriage, we must first address additional 

concerns with the Task Force report’s methodology.  The report assures us that it relies “upon 

three interrelated resources that provide a holistic and balanced method of consideration: 

Scripture, tradition, and reason” (9).  This is clearly unsatisfactory.  Anglicans do not have three 

“resources” that we balance one way or another to be “holistic.”  Rather, in a classical mode, we 

pray that our churches may be built upon the foundation of the apostles and the prophets.   

 This would be a pedantic criticism if the report demonstrated a better understanding of 

Scripture, tradition, and reason, but it does not.  In looking to Holy Scripture, we are told that the 

report’s overview “shows just how complex, evolving, and contradictory our Scriptures are on 

the subject, and therefore how tricky it is to speak of ‘the biblical view of marriage’” (9).  Given 
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the Bible’s welter of contradiction, the report presents an openly selective retrieval of those 

elements that “truly reflect God’s will” (28).  For precedent in reading the Bible selectively, they 

cite no less an authority than Jesus.  Moreover, they note, TEC has “since nuanced Jesus’ 

teaching on marriage” (28).  And if this applies to Scripture, it surely does to tradition. 

 Unlike the task force, we trust that when we read Holy Scripture, we are met not with a 

tangle of contradiction but instead a diverse canonical whole providentially guided by God “to be 

written for our learning,” which we must expound in such a manner that no parts are “repugnant 

to another” (BCP, 184; Article 20).  We seek the most fitting construal of Scripture’s wholeness, 

within which the best accounts of Christian beliefs and practices, including marriage, will be 

those that cohere best with the whole of Scripture as guided by the Christ-centered rule of faith.  

Although in our weakness and self-interest our attempts may be selective, they should never aim 

to be.  Similarly, when we study sacred tradition, we look for the thread of Christ-shaped 

coherence, even amid great diversity.  Neither Scripture nor tradition offers us a mere mélange of 

potential resources upon which we may draw in the creative construction of our own views.   

Such methodological commitments are worlds away from bald commendations of 

selective reading since Jesus did too, and we all “nuance” what he said as well.  That the task 

force urges the latter gives us reason to doubt its conclusions.  We assume that the task force was 

charged with ensuring that the proposed changes in our teaching are consistent with the 

Scriptures and the apostolic faith.  To the extent that it fell short in this regard, we are liable to 

sleepwalk into an unwarranted fundamental re-definition of Christian marriage and basic 

anthropology.  

!



!  8

3.  Marriage in creation and covenant: the Augustinian tradition        

 Why is this issue such a watershed? Precisely because marriage is a divine reality before 

it is a human reality, a created social form that bears witness to the covenanted union between 

Christ and the Church. When we speak of marriage, we speak of the nuptial “mystery” of “Christ 

and the Church.” And somehow, the tradition has affirmed, the two natural goods of marriage — 

fides and proles, faithful union and fruitful procreation, are at the same time also sacramentum, 

an embodied sign of the lasting union between Christ and his Church. 

 This longstanding tradition runs through St. Augustine of Hippo, whose treatment of 

sexual ethics is paradigmatic as (to quote Michael Banner) “an envisioning of the world in the 

light of what is the case in Jesus Christ,” guided by our two-testament Holy Scriptures. 

Augustine came to his threefold account of the goods of marriage by way of strenuous wrestling 

with the first three chapters of Genesis, the affirmation by Jesus of marriage’s created goodness 

in Matthew 19, and the claim of Ephesians 5 that marriage is a figure of Christ and the Church. 

The Augustinian insight that fides and proles are at the same time sacramentum proves itself, in 

Ephraim Radner’s words, “remarkably synthetic and coherent of Scriptural and ecclesial realities 

over the centuries,” enabling us to read Genesis, Matthew, and Ephesians on marriage as a 

coherent whole within our two-testament Scriptures. 

 How does the Augustinian tradition do this?  Robert Song in his recent book Covenant 

and Calling points us first to Genesis 1-2, in which the creation of man and woman in God’s 

image is best understood as “related closely to God’s blessing and God’s command to be fruitful, 

to fill the earth and subdue it.”  To be created male and female is to be empowered to be fruitful 

and multiply, and so to fill the earth and have dominion over it as God’s image-bearers or vice-
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regents in the world.  Marriage is thus a creation good, given along with human nature and God’s 

creative calling for us.  The Augustinian tradition’s first two goods, fides and proles, arise from 

theological exegesis of biblical texts that stand as foundational for Christian anthropology.  And 

by laying its foundations in Genesis, the Augustinian marriage tradition represents a considered 

turn away from gnostic temptations to locate the good of marriage in someplace other than the 

fruitful one-flesh union of male and female in this finite world of bodies and time. 

 How are fides and proles tied together with the third good, sacramentum?  Recall the 

puzzling saying of Jesus: “Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; but 

those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead 

neither marry nor are given in marriage. Indeed they cannot die anymore … being children of the 

resurrection” (Luke 20:34-36).  In the face of death, God’s gift of life must be passed along from 

generation to generation. This is the heart of what marriage is for, and if there is no more death, 

marriage’s procreative rationale becomes moot.  But as long as we live in this finite world of 

bodies and time, as Ephraim Radner points out, marriage is like a little red flag that we wave of 

faithful love and continuing life in the face of suffering, sin’s sharp divisions, and death.  In 

marriage, particularly in the pain of childbirth and the toil of childrearing and supporting a 

family, we give ourselves away in faithful, suffering covenant love for the sake of new life.  In 

this divinely created pathway we are following also in the way of Jesus Christ, the one who 

suffered in love in this fallen and finite world for the sake of new life, the seed that died and bore 

much fruit (John 12:24).  Fides and proles are in this way sacramental, signifying the creative 

“self-giving love that is God’s” by a suffering procreative love that “creates new bodies and new 

bodies again” in the face of struggle and death.        
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 This traditional Augustinian vision assumes that the world in which we live is Scripture’s 

world, a sacramental universe that bears the marks of Christ, even if it is not, for the most part, 

the world that modern Western people see. For some time now there has been a veritable cottage 

industry of scholarship dedicated to tracing out the genealogy of modernity as a process of 

theological reduction: nominalism, whereby a word like “marriage” is merely a name we give to 

a constructed human activity rather than a created social form given by God; voluntarism, 

whereby right and wrong are internal to the human will rather than tied to an objective created 

moral order; social contractarian individualism, whereby politics concerns free individuals 

contracting with one another for maximum benefit, rather than the common good of the polis 

under God. 

 It is clear to us, though we expect not clear to its authors, that the TEC task force report is 

a deeply modern document in these and other senses. The very idea that marriage is a social form 

with ends (or purposes, teloi) given by God is not grasped at all, as the task force tells us that 

such ends run afoul of Kant’s categorical imperative never to treat persons as means rather than 

ends. By this argument, we are told that the marriage vows are what really count, as they 

represent the moral “commitment” that the two make to one another, and that the famed “Dearly 

beloved” exhortation in which the ends of marriage are described is extraneous to this deeper 

reality. Marriage is simply not envisioned as a created form in which we participate in a Christ-

figured reality. This can be seen as well in the report’s assertion that pastoral and moral theology 

can stand aside from doctrine, as if the Church’s beliefs about Jesus of Nazareth can be somehow 

cordoned off from her communal Christ-shaped witness. 
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 In fact, the Christian tradition’s understanding of marriage is part of a deeply biblical 

conception of human nature as a reality created in and destined for Christ, borne out of long 

wrestling with the whole of canonical Scripture. Alasdair MacIntyre suggested in After Virtue 

that the modern world is full of odd surviving bits and pieces of various traditions that were at 

one time understood from within as coherent intelligible wholes, but which are now viewed with 

incomprehension. We believe that for the authors of the task force, as for many today in the 

modern affluent West, marriage has become in large part just such an unintelligible fragment. 

The Augustinian tradition represents a rich proposal for seeing marriage whole again, as a 

theological construal of the whole of Scripture that re-centers marriage in Christ within the 

created world—but it is a tradition in danger of being squandered in our church. 

 We cannot too strongly urge the need for more and better work in the field of the 

Christian theology of marriage, in service of the resolution of differences, not simply the 

achievement of short-term political victories. We are worried that the upcoming TEC General 

Convention will be tempted to substitute a fulsome tradition for a watered-down replacement in 

its hurry to solemnize same-sex marriage. 

If TEC is to have a second task force, let it be one that is made up of members of more 

varied persuasion. If it is to reformulate its theology of marriage, let the alternative be richer, 

more grounded in Scripture, tradition, and reason, not less so. As the task force report put it: 

“The Church does not have the excuse of … fatigue or lack of energy, and it is incumbent upon it 

to do the best it can in its careful consideration of the theology of marriage.” But, finally, if TEC 

will move ahead to solemnize same-sex marriages without further consultation or consideration, 

indeed, without a clear rationale, let it consider what sort of future it is offering to traditionalists. 
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The construction of space for disagreement is especially necessary in a time of 

discernment, such as we are undoubtedly in. As Augustine noted regarding moments of division 

in the Church’s public teaching, we face an opportunity as much as a crisis: an opportunity for 

drawing on the deep wells of Scripture, for the renewal of the Church’s teaching on marriage and 

of our common culture. Perhaps true prophets are now in our midst, pressing the Church to 

revise its historic doctrine and discipline as intrinsically unjust. But it has often been the case, 

since the time of ancient Israel, that true prophets can be distinguished from false only in 

retrospect. And prophets have called God’s people back to the tradition, just as often as they have 

announced new things. There must be some way forward that allows the voices of the prophets to 

be heard and discerned in our common life in charity and peace.


