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D E A R  F A T H E R  K E R P E R 

EAR FATHER KERPER: I learned about all the sacra-
ments, but matrimony always puzzled me. First, all the 
sacraments were instituted by Christ. I get that. But 

when did he set up matrimony? I can’t think of any time he told 
people to get married.

Second, I’ve never understood why matrimony is a sacrament 
at all. What exactly does it do?

Father Michael Kerper is the pastor 
of St. Patrick Parish in Nashua.

Great questions! You’ve hit upon an 
embarrassing fact: the Church says much 
about marriage, but little about its divine 
origin and sacramental nature.

Let’s begin with matrimony’s origins.
Unlike every other sacrament, matri-

mony originates in nature rather than in 
a distinct creative act of Christ. We see 
this clearly in two texts from Genesis. The 
first appears in chapter 1: “God created 
humankind in his image; in the image of 
God he created them; male and female he 
created them.” (Gn 1:27) The second has 
even more clarity: “A man leaves his father 
and mother and clings to his wife, and 
they become one flesh.” (Gn 2:24)

These texts show that God created hu-
man beings and marriage simultaneously. 
Adam and Eve, then, were never “single,” 
but always “one flesh” from the beginning.

Jesus reaffirmed the sanctity of this 
original marriage bond while discussing 
divorce. He repeated the two texts from 
Genesis and then added, “Therefore, what 

God has joined together, man must not 
separate.” (Mt 19:6)

Even pre-Christian marriage acted as a 
quasi-sacrament in that it faintly symbolized 
God’s permanent “marital bond” with Israel. 
References to this “mystical marriage” run 
through the Hebrew Scriptures. These texts 
guided the early Church toward a deeper 
understanding of marriage as a Christian 
sacrament, notably that the permanent bond 
between a man and a woman symbolizes the 
permanent bond between Christ (the bride-
groom) and the Church (the bride).

Though Christ never spoke directly 
about matrimony as a sacrament, St. Paul 
surely did.

To the Ephesians he wrote: “This is 
a great mystery, and I am applying it to 
Christ and the church.” (Eph 5:32) The Eng-
lish word “mystery” here translates to the 
Greek word mysterion, which St. Jerome 
rendered as sacramentum. Surely, then, the 
early Church quickly recognized marriage 
as a true sacrament.

Even so, the core of Christian marriage 
rites and laws remained somewhat fluid, 
varying greatly until about 350 A.D. For 
example, in some places the father of the 
bride, rather than a priest, officiated at 
the church door; and civil marriages were 
even accepted and blessed.

As nuptial rites became more uniform, 
matrimony became closely linked with the 
celebration of the Eucharist. This custom, 
which some theologians regarded as abso-
lutely essential, emerged from the Church’s 
discovery of the remarkable similarity 
between matrimony and the Eucharist.

Consider the Eucharist: At Mass bread 
and wine — natural objects — become 
the Body and Blood of Christ through the 
power of the Holy Spirit and the words 
of consecration uttered by the priest. 
Through this transformation of bread and 
wine, Christ extends his living presence 
into the world and unites himself with 
believers who partake of the Eucharist.

Now think about matrimony: the Lord’s 
statement that “two become one flesh” 
rightly describes the bodily and spiritual 
union of men and women sanctified by 
the sacrament. Whereas the Eucharistic 
action transforms bread and wine into 
sacred things, matrimony transforms men 
and women into living icons of the Lord’s 
“marriage” with the Church.

What’s sacramental about marriage?
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But how does matrimony act  
symbolically?

Here we must expand our vision of mar-
ried people we know. Like the Eucharist, 
we must look beyond the appearances of 
bread and wine to see the reality of the 
Body and Blood of Christ. The same ap-
plies to matrimony: we must see married 
people as sanctified and transformed by 
the sacrament. They do indeed become an 
image of “two who become one flesh.”

This union of “one flesh” occurs in and 
through the marital act, which remains 
hidden to public view. How, then, can any-
one ever see what marriage symbolizes?

Simple. Get to know people who have 
been married for a very long time. Learn 
their stories; and gaze upon them.

Priests get to see the Christ-Church 
“icon” rather often, especially among men 
and women who endure long or intense 
forms of suffering. Over the years, I have 
seen truly heroic marital love mutually 
shared by married people. They had en-
dured much. They had remained abso-
lutely faithful in love. Amazing!

We will see the durability of matrimony 
especially at the funerals of people whose 
long marriages have survived tragedies, 
disappointments and even infidelity.

You also asked: “What does matrimony 
do?” A lot. It provides married people 
with God’s essential help to preserve the 
marital bond.

Here matrimony does what every other 
sacrament does: it bestows “sacramental 
graces” — divine help — linked to each 
specific sacrament. In the case of matri-
mony, the Lord graciously helps people to 
live a common life, to raise children, to bear 
with the rough edges of one’s spouse, to 
have endless patience and to avoid tempta-
tions against fidelity. These “sacramental 
graces,” intrinsic to matrimony, build up 
and sustain beautiful marriages. They 
transform mere civil contracts into holy 
relationships that constantly manifest the 
love and fidelity of Christ toward humanity.

As a sacrament, then, matrimony differs 
enormously from a civil ceremony, which 
is a state-sanctioned contract. Matrimony 
alone establishes and sanctifies a three-
way bond: husband, wife and God. Such a 
partnership, infused with God’s presence 
and grace, is built to last for a lifetime, not 
for the wedding day alone.  

ne Monday morning in January, I was perusing the 
New Hampshire Union Leader online and expected 
to read more dire news about Covid-19 and its 

impact on our community, nation and world. Then, I saw a ray 
of sunshine! The headline announced, “Pope Francis plans 
to get vaccine, calling it an ethical obligation.” The opening 
paragraph read, “Pope Francis says that he will soon receive a 
coronavirus vaccination, perhaps as early as next week, while 
calling the inoculation a duty for everyone.” He was later 
quoted as saying the vaccine is “a light of hope in this time of 
darkness.” As if his own personal witness was not enough, the 
pope went on to say, “If doctors offer it to you as something 
that can work, that poses no special risk, why not take it? 
There is a suicidal denialism that I wouldn’t know how to 
explain, but today you need to take the vaccine.” 

Pope Francis’ statement and witness strengthen the position the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops took in late 2020, based on long-standing teaching of the Church, that “it 
is morally acceptable to receive the Covid vaccine to protect yourself and the community.” 

I, too, have viewed the Covid-19 vaccine as a ray of hope in the midst of such pro-
found illness and loss. As Catholic Medical Center’s staff continues to provide care to 
Covid-19 patients, the vaccine provides them with the protection they need. As more 
and more people are protected, the chance of community spread decreases and our 
community is safer. Every dose brings us one step closer to the “normal” we have 
longed to get back to for a year now. 

I recognize that many people have concerns that cell lines derived from abortions 
were used in the production and design of some Covid-19 vaccines - such as Astra-
Zeneca - and in confirmation testing for such vaccines as Pfizer and Moderna. I am 
also aware that the Vatican has stated repeatedly that, in cases of significant gravity, 
Catholics may use some vaccines with connections to abortion without incurring moral 
guilt, while making known their opposition to how these vaccines were manufactured. 
Covid-19 is an instance of significant gravity not only for ourselves, but for our sisters 
and brothers. This virus has proven 10 times more deadly than the flu and it has preyed 
on the most fragile among us. The vaccine is an opportunity for us to promote life and 
protect the common good.

At the same time, CMC has made clear to state leaders that we only intend to use 
Covid-19 vaccines that are free of aborted cell lines. We will continue 
to raise our voice on this issue, consistent with our mission, vi-
sion and values. CMC also will take its lead from Pope Francis, 
who has made clear that “leaders must ensure that vaccines 
are provided to the poor, the sick and the vulnerable” and thus 
advocate for those individuals who do not have a voice.  


