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One of the most effective ways of destroying anything is to change the specific purposes for which it 
was created. It is very important then for institutions to preserve their specific purposes firm, if they 
are to survive and be faithful to the principles giving them life. When we are dealing with institutions 
that have their immediate origin in the divine will, whether they be of the supernatural order as in the 
case of the Church, or whether they be of the natural order as in the case of marriage, any attempt to 
make them turn away from their specific purposes is a serious attack against the order established by 
God. Consequently such attempts are bound to end in barren frustration.

For some years now there have been a number of more or less widespread theories which, under the 
pretext of bestowing greater dignity on marital love, attempt to reverse the purposes of marriage. This 
attempt necessarily affects the very nature of marriage which these purposes are essentially related to.

It is important to have clear ideas about the doctrine of the Church concerning marriage. By being 
familiar with the principles involved, we can see that these other opinions are arbitrary. The purposes 
of marriage are intimately tied up with the other essential properties of this institution. If one of the 
elements of this delicately balanced structure is tampered with, the whole is bound to collapse sooner 
or later.

The purposes of marriage

Since it is an institution of divine origin, marriage has specific purposes which correspond to the or-
der established by God. As is logical, since we are dealing with a reality of the natural order, these 
purposes are valid for any type of lawful marriage and not only for marriage between Catholics. That 
is, they do not refer only to marriage as a sacrament. Therefore the legal norms which refer to mar-
riage ought to be a faithful reflection of an essential order that lies above and beyond human will and 
which has determined the purposes of matrimony once and for all. Hence if any human law did not 
safeguard the purposes which God intended by instituting marriage, it would not be a just or binding 
law. “Every law has the nature of laws just to the extent that it is derived from the law of nature. But if 
in any point it departs from the law of nature, it is no longer a law but a perversion of law.” 1 Ecclesias-
tical law, of course, expressly endorses the purposes of marriage laid down by divine and natural law. 
"The primary purpose of marriage is the procreation and education of children;" says the Code of 
Canon Law; “Its secondary purpose is mutual help and a remedy for concupiscence.” 2

Revelation is explicit with regard to the natural purposes of marriage and speaks of them in clear 
terms. Thus in Genesis, after recounting the creation of man and woman, the reason for the differ-
ences of the sexes is indicated. God blessed man and woman and said: "Increase and multiply and fill 
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the earth" (Gen 1:28). In humanity’s state of original righteousness, there was no reference to a rem-
edy for concupiscence, since the lower passions were then subject to reason. However the aspect of 
mutual help was included, and there is a specific reference to it in the biblical text. "It is not good for 
man to be alone. Let us make him a helper fit for him" (Gen 2:18). This mutual help must be under-
stood as a purpose proper to marriage although subordinate to its primary purpose, and therefore as 
something to be achieved only in marriage and not outside of it. Otherwise, there would be no particu-
lar difference between this kind of help and any which might be given by people not united in mar-
riage and which equally could be considered as mutual help. In other words, the help that is given in 
marriage is bound up with the specific purpose of matrimony, namely the procreation and education 
of children.

In other passages of Scripture we find reference to a remedy for concupiscence. For example, after 
having praised virginity St. Paul says in the epistle to the Corinthians: "But if they do not have self-
control, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to burn" (I Cor 7:9).

The begetting of children is a natural purpose of the union between husband and wife when they are 
capable of procreation and when they do nothing to frustrate the marriage act. Whenever an institu-
tion has its own specific and natural end, that purpose necessarily has to be the primary and principal 
intention of the creator of that institution, since "the purpose of each and every being is that which is 
intended by its author."3 This in effect is what Scripture shows clearly. The “increase and multiply” 
expresses in crystal-clear fashion the immediate and principal purpose which God intended in insti-
tuting marriage. To think of a different primary purpose would entail contravening not only revela-
tion, but also what human logic itself indicates to be the natural purpose of marriage, namely procrea-
tion.

Whenever there is a principal purpose for something, everything related to that purpose must be 
measured and determined by it. 4 Therefore since procreation is the primary goal of marriage, it fol-
lows that procreation should be the factor which gives unity and coherence to marital life. It also fol-
lows that married life should be integrally ordered toward achieving its primary purpose. In other 
words, everything about marriage ought to be directed to the primary purpose of marriage, not only 
the right to the marital act, but also the community of life of the spouses, the mutual help that they 
find therein, and the remedy for concupiscence.

The primacy of procreation over other purposes of marriage has been stated often by the Magiste-
rium. For example, Pius XI says: "Christian marriage is intended not only for the spiritual union and 
temporal good of the spouses, but above all God intends it for the begetting of children, so that the 
human race might grow and fill the earth in fulfillment of the divine command."5 It is the same doc-
trine that was expounded previously in the encyclical Casti Connubii.

In the past a number of theories have be imposed on our civilization which, while differing slightly 
from each other, are openly opposed to the traditional teaching of the Church. According to these 
authors, the procreative purpose of marriage should be de-emphasized so as to put greater stress on 
the communion of the spouses in their love as an expression and enrichment of their personality. 
Through this personal union the mutual perfection of husband and wife could be achieved. This union 
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would be the real sense of married life, and it (they say) should be considered the center or primary 
purpose of marriage.

These theories begin by changing clear and precise terminology. Instead of speaking about “purposes” 
they introduce other expressions such as “sense” or “motive” of marriage. This lack of precision in 
terms leads to confusion of ideas, although in practice the mutual help of the spouses comes to be 
taken, according to these opinions, as the primary purpose.

It is easy to understand why such a turn-about, openly opposed to Catholic doctrine, was condemned 
by the Magisterium. All works containing these theories were ordered to be withdrawn from circula-
tion. A decree of the Holy Office dated April 1, 1944, answered the following query: "Whether opinions 
of some recent authors, who either deny that the main purpose of marriage is the procreation and 
education of children, or who teach that the secondary aims are not essentially subordinated to the 
primary purpose but rather are equally essential and independent, can be admitted as correct." The 
rely was negative to both parts of the query. 6 Two months later, on June 26, 1944, the Vatican pub-
lished in Acta Apostolicae Sedis an opinion which had been given at the beginning of that same year, 
wherein the question of the purposes of marriage had been examined and the traditional doctrine was 
once more upheld.

In spite of everything, erroneous opinions have not stopped circulating and they now surface with 
new arguments. For example, they speak of husband and wife as two beings who, despite different 
physiological and emotional traits, are called to mutual understanding and perfection. This mutuality 
would come about through the complete giving of each person that is achieved basically in the mar-
riage act, which is thus carried out independently from any other more fundamental purpose. This 
same idea is advanced again when its proponents speak of the mutual help of the spouses.

At best, we might think that they are attempting to redeem the secondary purposes of marriage as if 
the doctrine of the Church had kept them in the dark, or that, by being subordinated to the main pur-
pose, the perfection of the spouses would be impeded. To be sure, to subordinate something to its 
main purpose does not degrade it. Rather the opposite happens. The goodness and perfection of a 
secondary purpose is not fulfilled by itself, but can only be attained when people practice it not as an 
end in itself but rather as a means to its main purpose. Anything contrary to this conclusion would be 
a violation of reason.

It makes no sense to speak of the mutual perfection of man and wife while evading its essential sub-
ordination to the main purpose, by which the secondary purposes also attain their perfection. This is 
evident since, without seeking the will of God who has established the procreation and education of 
children as the main purpose, there is no possible secondary perfection. When children are willfully 
excluded, the selfishness which motivates that decision undermines everything. This same selfishness 
leads husband and wife to exclude other demands of mutual help.

Moreover, the Church's doctrine has never looked down on the importance of the secondary aims, but 
rather has given them their due merit. In an address given to the Roman Rota (the marriage court of 
the Holy See) in October 1941, Pius XII insisted on the necessity of not proceeding "as if the secondary  
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purpose did not exist, or at least as if it were not an objective aim (finis opens) established by the 
same Designer of nature." He also cautioned that one could not consider "the secondary purpose as 
equally important, by separating it from its essential subordination to the primary purpose, for this 
would inexorably lead to disastrous consequences."7

Thus the serious error of inverting the purposes of marriage, and concretely making the perfection of 
the spouses the first and principal purpose, has always been denounced by the Church. "Marriage as 
an institution of nature, in virtue of the Creator's will, has not as a primary and intimate end the per-
sonal perfection of the married couple, but the procreation and upbringing of new life. The other 
ends, inasmuch as they are intended by nature, are not equally primary, much less superior to the 
primary end, but are essentially subordinated to it. This is true of every marriage, even if no offspring 
result; just as of every eye it can be said that it is destined and formed to see even if, in abnormal cases 
arising from special internal or external conditions, it will never be possible to achieve visual 
perception."8 We will return to this point in the following section.

Furthermore, in the case of Christian marriage, we must not forget that we are not dealing merely 
with procreation on a purely human level, but that there is another factor of a transcendent and su-
pernatural character involved, namely that children increase the fold of the Church. "Christian par-
ents must see that they are destined not only to propagate and to conserve the human race on earth. . . 
but to give offspring to the Church of Christ, to procreate fellow citizens of the saints and members of 
the household of God."9

The education of the offspring is just as important, since it forms a unity with the procreative purpose. 
This is the constant teaching of the Magisterium. Otherwise "the all-wise God would not have suffi-
ciently provided for the children, and consequently for the whole human race, had he not assigned the 
right and duty to educate to the same ones to whom he had given the power and the right to 
procreate."10 Since it is part of the primary purpose, raising children, just like procreation, has an in-
fluence on the whole of married life. This is one of the reasons why it is contrary to the natural order 
of things to legalize any situation, namely divorce, which is an obstacle to the upbringing of children.

Understanding mutual help

What do we understand by "mutual help"? Basically it refers to sharing the care, concern, and work of 
making the family and home a living reality. Both husband and wife make their own specific contribu-
tion in such a way that through their reciprocal help "they progress daily more and more in virtue, 
and they grow above all in true charity with God and with neighbor."11

Besides the obligations specified in the law of the Church, namely the habitual sharing of bed, board, 
and home, 12 in real life this mutual help consists of countless details that cannot be enumerated in a 
rigid list of rights and duties. They are more than anything fruit of the love between husband and wife.

On the other hand, there are some who would restrict the concept of mutual help to that perfection 
which husband and wife achieve in the marriage act. This perfection would come about as a direct 
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physical effect of the marriage act in which the spouses complement one another. Thus instead of re-
ciprocal help, they speak about mutual complement; and they claim that this is the prime purpose of 
marriage. They mistakenly maintain that sexuality is an inclination between persons of the opposite 
sex to complement one another reciprocally in the marital act. This view cannot be upheld because it 
ignores the objective hierarchy which exists between the primary aim and the other purposes of mar-
riage. Further it is obvious that by its very nature the conjugal act is ordered to procreation as its main 
purpose and not to what has been called a mutual complement, for the direct effect of the conjugal 
union is to furnish the necessary elements so that procreation can take place. Therefore sex, in the or-
der established by God, is intended immediately and principally for the union of husband and wife so 
as to give rise to children.

On the other hand, it is also clear that true personal perfection is not tied to the sexual union. If this 
were true, then only in marriage would it be possible to achieve personal development. This theory is 
in plain disagreement with revealed doctrine, as, for example, when the Lord affirms the superiority 
of virginity "for the kingdom of Heaven" over marriage. 13 Even on the natural level, human perfection 
consists in the proper use of man's higher faculties, namely intellect and will.

However, the true fullness to which we are all called by God, including those living in the married 
state, cannot be achieved except with the use of supernatural means and by directing our actions to 
our last end. Hence we can speak of a good action, one capable of perfecting us, only insofar as it is 
subordinated to our last end and to other intermediate ends. In other words, husband and wife truly 
perfect each other if, while using supernatural means, they respect the main purpose of marriage. 
Only then, when the secondary purposes are rightly ordered, does marriage keep its inherent good. In 
the last analysis then, husband and wife will perfect each other by means of the marriage act only in-
sofar as they seek the main purpose to which it is ordained and thus act in conformity with the will of 
God.

This very same doctrine has been reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council when it states that "by 
their very nature, the institution of matrimony itself and conjugal love are ordained for the procrea-
tion and education of children, and find in them their ultimate crown."14

Redirecting concupiscence

Everyone knows by personal experience that he carries within himself the seeds of disorder, the re-
mains of sin, as a consequence of original sin. Man knows from experience that it is hard to control 
his actions according to right reason. That is, he finds it hard to direct himself to the real good which 
will take him to Heaven, instead of pursuing something which is only a temporary good.

Since original sin, the sexual instinct, as well as the other appetites, can deviate from the true course 
which reason indicates. Then they direct themselves to a good which really cannot be considered a 
good, since it leads man away from Heaven. And so the right order of the sexual instinct must be es-
tablished in accordance with the purpose for which God put it in human nature.

© Scepter Publishers, Inc. This information protected by copyright of Scepter Publishers, Inc., New York, NY USA. It is for the free use 
of readers, and may be redistributed without permission. None of this information can be sold, either in electronic or print form, unless 
permission has been obtained from Scepter Publishers, Inc. Direct all inquiries to info@scepterpublishers.org.
www.scepterpublishers.org



Before original sin our first parents would have desired the conjugal act without feeling any need to 
seek a remedy for concupiscence and they would have sought the good of procreation 15 without the 
sexual instincts being an occasion of sin. Afterward however, this instinct, intended by nature as a 
stimulus for procreation, can be veered from its real purpose and directed more or less to the attain-
ment of sensual pleasure. Therefore God provided a special help within marriage so that sexual union 
might be carried out rightly as a function of a higher good. The sexual instinct must be channeled 
properly and the marriage act carried out in such a way as to avoid unchastity. This goal is possible 
because of the goods of marriage which free the marriage act from any taint of sin. 16

The act which by nature is the source of new life is a viable remedy for concupiscence—not a provoca-
tion of it—only when it is carried out according to the divine order, that is within marriage and with-
out hindering the ultimate end to which it should be ordained. All of this is summed up in the follow-
ing words of the encyclical Casti Connubii. "In marriage as well as in the use of the matrimonial 
rights, there are also secondary ends, such as mutual help, the fostering of mutual love, and the quiet-
ing of lust, which husband and wife are not forbidden to seek as long as they are subordinated to the 
primary end and as long as the intrinsic nature of the act is preserved."17

Moral consequences

Catholic doctrine regarding the nature and purposes of marriage leads to a series of practical conse-
quences in the moral order, which can be summed up as follows.

The conjugal act is intended by God for the transmission of life. Since it has this prime purpose, pro-
creation, one cannot deprive the act of this purpose, if one intends to respect the laws which apply to 
it. "The use of sex is morally lawful only in marriage, in subordination to the purposes of marriage it-
self and according to the nature of these purposes." It is therefore "essentially and totally subordi-
nated and ordained to that unique, great law of the procreation and education of children, namely the 
fulfillment of the primary purpose of marriage as the origin and source of life."18 St. Augustine has 
harsh words for those who would frustrate the transmission of life. "Intercourse even with one's le-
gitimate wife is unlawful and wicked where the conception of offspring is prevented. Onan, the son of 
Judah, did this; and the Lord killed him for it."19

Pius XI pointed out that "there is simply no means by which something intrinsically against nature 
may become conformable to nature and morally good. Since therefore the conjugal act is destined 
primarily by nature for the begetting of children, those who in exercising it deliberately frustrate its 
natural power and purpose sin against nature and commit a deed which is shameful and intrinsically 
vicious."20

The very same doctrine is found in the most recent documents of the Magisterium and especially in 
the encyclical Humanae Vitae, which reaffirms once more "that every marriage act must remain open 
to the transmission of life."21 These principles are absolutely inviolable; "this command continues to 
have the same force today as in times past and will hold forever, because it is not simply a precept of 
human law but the expression of a law that is both natural and divine."22
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Therefore any action of the spouses that interferes with the proper purpose of the conjugal act which 
ought always to be open to the transmission of life is morally unlawful. Hence all actions that would 
lead to sterilization, whether final or temporary, whether of the man or of the woman, are unlawful. 
Likewise every action is to be considered unlawful which, either in anticipation of the conjugal act, or 
in its accomplishment, or in the development of its natural consequences, whether as an end or as a 
means, aims at making procreation impossible. 23 This excludes then as morally unlawful anything 
that blocks the growth process of the reproductive cells and specifically of the ovum by administering 
anovulatory drugs, as well as the use of any mechanism which prevents conception.

Moreover, the direct interruption of the generative process already begun, and willed and procured 
abortion, even if for therapeutic reasons, is unlawful. 24

It is a fact that many countries have recourse to abortion as a means of population control, and many 
civil authorities have legalized the practice. They thus reject the truth that "every human being, and 
also the child while yet in the maternal womb, has the right to life given to him immediately by God 
and not by his parents, nor by any social class nor any human authority. Therefore no person nor any 
human authority, whether in the name of science or under the pretext of any medical, eugenic, social, 
financial, or moral ‘indication,' has any right to dispose directly of innocent human life. They have no 
right to take innocent life, either as an end sought in itself or as a means to attain another end which 
perhaps in itself is lawful."25 2

These are the moral principles governing the transmission of life. Unfortunately they are not re-
spected when "on the basis of estimated calculations one attempts to mechanize people's consciences. 
Whence public measures to regulate births, the pressure of administrative offices of so-called social 
security, the influence brought to bear through public opinion. . . organizations inspired by cold calcu-
lation, in their attempt to confine life within the narrow limits of fixed charts as if life were a static 
phenomenon, become negative and offensive to life itself and to its essential character which is a con-
stant dynamism given to it by nature."26 So we can truly say that "our present-day world will not be 
saved by men who aim to drug spiritual life and reduce everything to a question of economics or ma-
terial well-being. Our world’s salvation will come from men and women who know that morality is 
geared to man's eternal destiny, who have faith in God, and who generously face the demands of their 
faith, helping those around them to appreciate the transcendental meaning of our life on Earth."27

Only in certain circumstances, for serious reasons, is it lawful to regulate birth by having recourse to 
infertile periods which occur in a woman according to natural cycles. In such cases the conjugal act, 
limited to days of natural sterility, is not perverted. However there must be proportionately grave rea-
sons to use marriage only in the infertile periods. Only very serious motives could avoid the degrada-
tion of a love depending on the calendar. This is a fundamental requirement that is often forgotten. If 
there are no serious reasons, having recourse to the infertile periods would also be morally unlawful 
because "the mere fact that husband and wife do not offend the nature of the act and are even ready to 
accept and bring up a child who, notwithstanding their precautions, might be born would not be itself 
sufficient to guarantee the rectitude of their intention and the unobjectionable morality of their 
motives."28
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The documents of the Magisterium always use expressions which themselves indicate that there must 
be some serious situation in order to have lawful recourse to the infertile periods. Such expressions 
are, for example: "serious and grave motives," "grave reasons—personal or deriving from external 
circumstances."29

The regulation of birth must be looked on in a very restrictive way. It requires asking in every case 
whether there be motives serious enough to warrant its use. It is not a generic solution that can be left 
to the arbitrary decision of married couples or used indiscriminately. It will only be lawful in cases 
when special circumstances exist. This is a delicate question that cannot be answered without re-
course to prayer and the sacraments, so as not to cloud the judgment of conscience.

In recent years opinions have been bandied about in the press that urge a confrontation between the 
individual conscience and the doctrinal principles that are involved in this question. They object that 
the principles and doctrinal guidelines of the Magisterium in this matter are not infallible. With this 
argument they would put the judgment of individual conscience above the decisions of an authority 
which, by the will of Christ, is the teacher of the truth and whose mission it is to teach and proclaim 
the truth authentically and to declare those principles of the moral order which have their origins in 
human nature itself. 30

Any personal difficulties have to be resolved in the light of the doctrinal principles taught by the 
Church, with the help of divine grace and a well-formed conscience. The decision of the married cou-
ple, after having weighed things well, ought never to be in disagreement with moral principles regard-
ing marriage. This is so because "spouses cannot proceed arbitrarily, but must always be governed ac-
cording to a conscience dutifully conformed to divine law itself, and should be submissive toward the 
Church's teaching office, which authentically interprets that law in the light of the Gospel," says the 
Second Vatican Council. Paul VI recalled this same doctrine when commenting on this Council docu-
ment. The judgment of the spouses ought always to respect the moral norms laid down by the Church, 
since "in the observance of divine law, God has entrusted to their responsible choice the task and the 
joy of transmitting life, and nobody can exempt himself from this law nor restrict the will of God.” 32

Only within this framework can we find the real meaning of responsible parenthood. Married couples 
must take into account the lofty mission to which God calls them as cooperators of his love. In consid-
ering this great responsibility, they must act in accordance with their mission. Responsible parent-
hood ought not to be a restraint, but rather a calling to correspond to divine love with the greatest 
generosity.

Then we see the reason for words of praise for large families. "Among the couples who fulfill their 
God-given task, those merit special mention who with a gallant heart, and with wise and common de-
liberation, undertake to bring up suitably even a relatively large family."33 Responsible parenthood 
means not only refraining from contraception, but also parents dedicating themselves wholeheartedly  
to the upbringing of children and to a truly Christian home. In the last analysis, "it is not the number 
of children by itself that is the decisive factor. The fact of having few or many children does not on its 
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own make a family more or less Christian. What matters is the honesty and integrity with which mar-
ried life is lived."34

The doctrinal principles regarding the nature and the purpose of marriage may seem very demanding. 
However we must not forget that God, the author of nature, does not subject it to laws that are impos-
sible to fulfill. We must also keep in mind that marriage is not a second-rate calling that makes it eas-
ier to live a Christian life. All people, without exception, are called to personal sanctity. To attain it, 
they have all the necessary graces, each within his own state in life. Moreover Christian married cou-
ples have the specific grace of the sacrament to enable them to live better the duties proper to their 
state. To see only the difficulties without taking into account the supernatural means that God pro-
vides for overcoming those difficulties, is the very opposite of a Christian outlook on life.
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A PIONEER IN LAY SPIRITUALITY

St. Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer is widely considered "a pioneer in lay spirituality," a priest "who 
speaks only about God" to men and women in the world who hunger for divine life. His optimistic 
voice stirs the reader to hasten along the path that leads to close friendship with God and to apostolic 
charity. Presently available are:

•The Way: a best-selling classic; nearly [3 million] copies published in some [30 languages]; hundreds 
of brief direct reflections intended to lead the reader to a personal dialogue with God. 

•Holy Rosary: now available in paperback: incisive commentaries on the 15 mysteries, plus its insis-
tence on child-like simplicity and humility, have helped many persons discover this perennial devo-
tion to Our Lady.

© Scepter Publishers, Inc. This information protected by copyright of Scepter Publishers, Inc., New York, NY USA. It is for the free use 
of readers, and may be redistributed without permission. None of this information can be sold, either in electronic or print form, unless 
permission has been obtained from Scepter Publishers, Inc. Direct all inquiries to info@scepterpublishers.org.
www.scepterpublishers.org



•Conversations with Msgr. Escrivá de Balaguer: in a series of interviews with leading journalists, the 
founder of Opus Dei discusses the role of ordinary Christians, the priest's place in the people of God, 
Christian marriage, and in particular, the association he founded in 1928. 

AVAILABLE AGAIN. . .

Two of Scepter's most popular books have recently been reprinted in paperback editions. God and 
Children by Rev. J. Urteaga and Mary of Nazareth are now available again.

God and Children deals with the vocation of parents and their difficult joy of bringing up children to 
be adults, Christians, and saints. Everything Fr. Uteaga says is impregnated with the strong idea that 
life is only truly worthwhile, really happy, if we try to do things for love of God. It is full of practical 
advice and will be more than an eye-opener to many parents.

Mary of Nazareth (formerly titled Our Lady the Virgin) has been praised as an affectionate biography 
of the Mother of God, who shows us how to deal with God and direct to him all our thoughts and ac-
tions, even the most insignificant. A reviewer said: "A master hand at work...reminds me of the fa-
mous portraits of our Lady...corrects any misunderstandings that Mary is more to be admired than 
imitated."
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