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“The principle and ultimate goal of an Orthodox Christian marriage is the 

spiritual and moral perfection of the spouses . . . Divine grace is dispensed to the 
couple through the prayers and the blessings of the Church. This grace sanctifies the 
couple’s union, elevates it, makes it more spiritual, and thus enables the couple to 
attain marriage’s loft goals”.1 

How are we to understand Bishop Artemy’s statement, “The principle and 
ultimate goal of Orthodox Christian marriage is the spiritual and moral 
perfection of the spouses?”  

The answer lies in Orthodox anthropology. It is only within the context of our 
understanding of creation, the fall and redemption that we can properly make sense 
of the Orthodox theology of marriage.  

First we need to look at the purpose for which God created us. St. Maximos 
the Confessor says, “God made us so that we might become ‘partakers of the divine 
nature’ (2 Peter 1:4) and sharers in His eternity, and so that we might come to be 
like Him (cf. I John 3:2). 

God created us to live in union with Him for all eternity. However, having 
endowed mankind with the divine gift of free will, because God desired that His 
creation would love Him in return freely, man misused his freedom, choosing to 
disobey His Creator.  

Through this act of disobedience, man separated Himself from God, thereby 
casting himself from Paradise into a land where he would toil and sweat. Mankind 
fell from his divine state through the exercising of his free will in disobedience, 
which cast him into a state of corruption.  

Nevertheless, because our God is a God of love and deep compassion, He sent 
His Only-Begotten Son to be born of a virgin, to be crucified, to die and then to rise 
from the dead, conquering death, and opening once again the gates of Paradise. 

This sacrificial act of love by Jesus Christ provides all of mankind the 
opportunity to be reunited with Him. 

If, according to St. Maximos, the purpose of our life is to attain to the likeness 
of our Lord, then it makes sense that the primary purpose of marriage is the 
spiritual and moral perfecting of the spouses.  

So, within the context of marriage the goal is for the husband and the wife to 
help each other become more Christ-like.   

Marriage is a journey of love and self-sacrifice where each person through 
the virtue of humility serves the other, just a Christ came to serve and not be served.  

Drinking from the common cup during the sacrament of marriage, each 
person vows to help bear the burdens of life of the other, to care for and nurture, 
to attend to and comfort for as long as they live. This, however, can only be 
                                                        
1 The Mystery of Marriage in a Dogmatic Light. Bishop Artemy Rantosavlievich. 
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accomplished through a spirit of selflessness and humility.  But what happens when 
this is absent? 
(Transition) 

Our inability to bear others burdens, to nurture and attune to others is often 
rooted in unresolved attachment issues where the pain from our earliest 
relationships find their way into our present relationships with our spouse, our 
children, family members, friends and even God.  

Unkind words and behaviors, anger, and even infidelity are all symptoms 
that point to deeper routed issues that can go unrecognized and untreated for years, 
even lifetime. 

All behavior is communication, and often what is communicated both 
verbally and non-verbally in a distressed marriage is rooted in the experiences that 
one had in their family of origin and the quality of attachment with their primary 
caregivers. 

Trauma based feeling states that a person may experience such as feeling 
isolated, abandoned, invisible, inadequate, helpless, rejected or shamed, are often 
the result of poor and/or traumatic relational experiences.  

Research today is discovering that unlike positive memories, trauma 
memories are stored on the right side of the brain since the right hemisphere has a 
more direct link to the limbic system deep in the center of the brain. The emotions 
that are connected to those memories are more intense and trigger a higher degree 
of distress.  

This is why during a disagreement one person may display a very intense 
emotional reaction, when in fact the disagreement didn’t warrant such a reaction. 
We all have triggers that were formed and shaped through our early developmental 
relationships, and because these triggers, these unresolved attachment issues were 
never healed, they come cascading into our current relations.  

The good news is that research is also finding that even though one’s 
interpersonal relationships in their formative years may not have been healthy, it’s 
not too late to heal through new relationships that offer safety, kindness, patience, 
gentleness, understanding and love.  

Maybe this is a list of characteristics of sorts. 
I have heard some people say, “I don’t think I really know how to love,” which 

I believe is true because they’ve never really experienced it in their life. But this 
doesn’t mean that they won’t be able to love others in a meaningful way.  

Our Lord spoke frequently about love because it is the foundation of all 
divine and human relationships. “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I 
have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you 
are my disciples, if you love one another”(John 13: 34-35).  

Without love, which is the primary characteristic of a Christian marriage, 
a couple won’t be able to fully trust, to fully believe, to fully hope in one another. 
With love, however, they will be willing to enter into their spouses’ pain, to sit in 
silence and listen and gain the perspective of their spouses’ view of self and the 
world around them.  

They will be willing to set aside their own will and offer a sympathetic heart 
full of compassionate, all of which has the potential to heal a person’s heart.  



 3 

Sometimes, however, there is a fear of losing self in relation to others and 
therefore a person hold’s back. They do not extend their whole self or their heart to 
the other person. This is a self-defense protective mechanism that was created and 
used in order to not feel the pain of rejection at some point and time in life. 

The idea of giving one’s self fully to another person can be a threat to their 
sense of security and the feeling of vulnerability can be tremendous.  Such a person 
operates on the basis of fear and not on the foundation of love, but not by their fault. 
What is tragic about this is that one cannot come to know another or be known by 
another at a deep level unless some healing begins to takes place.  

The teaching to love one another is emphasized in the mystery of marriage. 
In his letter to the Ephesians, St. Paul says, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ 
loved the church and gave himself up for her”.2 

It is the example of Christ giving his life for His bride the Church that is set 
before each man who enters into the marital bond with his own wife. This sacrificial 
love, when practiced by both husband and wife can elevate each spouse to great 
spiritual heights. 

St. John Chrysostom says, “When two become one in Christ, their love (for 
each other) can enable tem to transcend any limitations imposed by the world. 
Depending on their spiritual gifts, either one may teach the other, and both together 
may fill their common life with as much holiness as any monks.”3 

The question then is, where does one acquire such love? It comes from the 
source of love, God Himself. Maybe we should ask the question, why is such love 
often absent? It could be as simple as the Lord said, you have not received because 
you don’t ask. 

Archbishop Artemy said, “Divine grace is dispensed to the couple through the 
prayers and the blessings of the Church. This grace sanctifies the couple’s union . . . 
makes it more spiritual, and thus enables the couple to attain marriage’s loft goals.” 

The acquisition and action of grace is therefore indispensible in becoming 
more Christ-like. Without the grace of God we cannot progress spiritually. In fact, 
without the grace of God we would cease to exist. We have our being because the 
grace of God is operating in our life, and we are continually sustained by it.  

Knowing that we are called to be imitators of Christ on earth and to mature 
spiritually, we pray for the grace of God to descend on us and to bless our marriages.  

In the book, Christian Marriage in a Secular Society, we are reminded that, “in 
loving each other, what the spouses love is ultimately God, as He reveals Himself in 
each of them to the other”.4 The author, Fr. Peter Chamberas, goes on to say, “For a 
spouse to be able to see the image of God in the other spouse, he or she must first 

                                                        
2 Ephesians 5:25 NIV 
3 St. John Chrysostom: On Marriage and Family Life. Trans. By Catharine P. Roth and 
David Anderson. St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press. Crestwood, NY. 1986 p. 11. 
4 This is a Great Mystery: Christian Marriage in the Orthodox Church. A Commentary 
on the Text of the Sacrament of Marriage. Fr. Peter Chamberas. Published by the 
Metropolis of Boston, p. 108. 
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have acquired that image in themselves”5, or are at least in the process of working 
towards that goal (italics mine).  
To begin seeing the image of God in others requires,  

an inner transfiguration, which must be cultivated through a 
pastoral concern and effort before and after the Sacrament of 
Marriage, so that the couple may mature and be fulfilled, as every 
believer needs to grow and mature spiritually throughout life. The 
groom and the bride, as a new Adam and a new Eve, can enter into the 
kingdom of unity and love, which began with the grace of their 
renewal and restoration in Baptism and which continues through 
their ongoing Christian life in the Church. To neglect this spiritual 
effort and growth is to cut off the essential ‘oxygen’ of our spiritual life 
and our Christian Marriage. 6  
What is he saying here? That each of us as individuals, as we make the effort 

to grow and mature spiritually through our life in the Church, we simultaneously 
contribute to the renewal and transformation of our marriage. If, however, we 
neglect the spiritual work needed and indeed is required, it will be like sucking 
oxygen out of our marriage.  

In order to pump more oxygen into our marriages, to continue with the 
analogy, we need to follow the way of Christ. When we are offended we must 
forgive. When there is an opportunity to serve, we must seize it. When there is a 
moment to give thanks to our spouse or to offer a word of consolation, or 
encouragement, we must take it. When it is better to remain silent, we ought to do 
so, and when we harm through a glance, or a word, or an action, we must ask for 
forgiveness.  

 
Abbot Amilianos: monastery of Simon Peter on Mt. Athos, The Church at 
Prayer, chapters on marriage: 
- Marriage is a road that starts out on earth and ends in heaven, and the path is that 
of love.  
- The aim of love is for one person to give joy to another. 
- Love is the link that ties us to Christ and to each other. 
- Love is patiently bearing one another’s burdens. 
- Love if forgiving  
- Love honors and respects the other 
- Love leads a person to look at their self first to see where they can change and 
improve, never toward the other to do so. 
- Love displays a willingness to sit and listen to the other, to be attuned to and to 
enter the other’s world of thoughts and feelings. 
- Love does not wound or provoke the conscience of another. 
- Love renders a person approachable. Their speech is gentle, not harsh or rude. 
- Love does not condemn or judge 

                                                        
5 Ibid. p. 108 
6 ibid. p. 108 
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- Love extends oneself to greet with kinds words and a smile and does not wait for 
the other to do so first.  
- In the bond of marriage the husband and the wife have been entrusted one to the 
other. The husband should remember that God has entrusted his wife to him, and 
that his wife is a soul that God has given him, and one day he must return it.  
- Love comforts: St. Basil the Great said, “Let words of consolation leap forward 
before the rest of your speech, confirming your love for your neighbor”. 
- “Whatever you say, whatever you think of saying, say it only after you’ve said a 
word or two which will give the others joy, consolation, a breath of life . . . Because 
everybody in their life, in their home, in their body, and in their soul, has pain, 
illness, difficulties, torments, and everybody hides them within the secret chamber 
of his heart and home, so that others won’t know about it. I may laugh, shout, and 
appear happy, but deep down, I’m in pain, and I laugh to cover up my sorrow. And 
so before anything else, greet the other person with a smile.” 
- Marriage is a journey of love. It is the creation of a new human being, a new person, 
for, as the Gospel says, “the two will be as one flesh”.  
- From this union of two people, who agree to synchronize their footsteps and 
harmonize the beating of their hearts, a new human emerges. Through such 
profound and spontaneous love, the one becomes a presence, a living reality, in the 
heart of the other. 
 
i Corinthians 13:1-8 
If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become 
a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophesy, and know all 
mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but 
do not have love, I am nothing. 3 And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, 
and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing. 
4 Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not 
arrogant, 5 does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, 
does not take into account a wrong suffered, 6 does not rejoice in unrighteousness, 
but rejoices with the truth; 7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, 
endures all things. 8 Love never fails; 

 

 


