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Introduction 

 This short paper will sketch a working theology of Christian marriage by engaging with 

Karl Barth’s theological account of marriage. As such, it will not explore the wide variety of 

marital practices found among non-Christian and non-religious peoples. Nor will it speak 

directly to the practices which undermine the ideal marriage encounter (i.e. divorce, polygamy, 

etc.). Primarily, it will explore three focal images of marriage found in Barth’s work: marriage as 

encounter, marriage as task, and marriage as witness. In addition, this paper will address briefly 

– and as a result incompletely – certain contemporary issues surrounding the practice of marriage 

in the United States, privileging particular discussions in American Mainline Christian churches.  

Marriage as Encounter 

 A truly human encounter begins with sight, deepens with speaking and listening, and 

climaxes with action.
1
 The act of seeing in human experience testifies to the vulnerability of all 

human interaction.
2
 To see is to be seen. Thus, an inherit vulnerability persists in each human 

encounter.  

 The seriousness of the encounter is demonstrated in the act of speaking, for in the act of 

speaking one offers an active self-declaration to the other, effectively crossing the “necessary 

frontier of mere visibility in relation to the other.”
3
 Both persons bear the responsibility to 

communicate clearly their needs and attend appropriately to the needs of the other. Only when 

                                                           
1
 Attention should be given to those with seeing, hearing, speaking, and mobility deficiencies and disabilities. 

Perhaps more sensitive terminology would include “visualization,” “communication,” and “response.” 

2
 “This moment, this mutual look, is in some sense the root formation of all humanity without which the rest is 

impossible.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol. III, Part 2 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1960 and 1961) 252. 

3
 III/2, 254. 
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both persons display genuine concern for the other can “true human encounter”
4
 occur. Anything 

less is a fraudulent exchange.  

 Speaking and hearing find their telos in responsive action. This action, though it may take 

many forms, is required of any true encounter. It is profoundly ironic that a person is the only 

one that is able to offer this assistance to the other and yet is ultimately unable to offer assistance 

to her or his self.
5
 Moreover, though we are incapable of assisting ourselves, we are fully capable 

of resisting the assistance of others.
 6

 Thus, we do not initiate encounters so much as encounters 

initiate us into the fullness of our humanity and the image of our Creator.
7
  

 It is upon this fundamental human encounter that marriage is built.
8
 The responsive 

action to God’s marital call is a mutual commitment to explore the depths of the human 

experience, to acknowledge the finitude of one’s own being and the expansiveness of God’s 

created Image in the other. Yet, marriage is also an acknowledgement that one hopes to know 

better God’s created image internal to oneself, for in the sustained true encounter of marriage 

each is informed of her or his own being as well. 

Marriage as Task  

 The genesis of marriage is the vocational call of God. This affirmation jettisons any 

romantic notions of the generative power of love for the basis of marriage.
9
 Love is indeed a 

                                                           
4
 That is, an encounter that is true to the nature of created humanity. Barth goes so far to say that to experience 

anything less than a truly human encounter is to cease to be human. 

5
 “As [human], as the creature of God, [humanity] needs this assistance, and can only call for it.” III/2, 262.  

6
 “My humanity depends upon the fact that I am always aware, and my action is determined by the awareness, that I 

need the assistance of others as a fish needs water.” III/2, 263. 

7
 Correspondence to [Jesus’] being and action consists in the more limited fact that we render mutual assistance.” 

III/2, 262. 

8
 “The decision for marriage is made in the reciprocal decision which is the essence of such an encounter.”  Karl 

Barth, Church Dogmantics, Vol. III, Part 4 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1960-1961) 215. 

9
  “And we further maintain that it is not their love for each other but God’s calling and gift which is the true basis of 

marriage” III/4, 213. 
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powerful and essential element of marriage but it is secondary to the divine call of God. 

Humanity is put immediately in subsequent reaction to God’s prevenient action. As in the 

creation story, God alone is the primary actor; everything else re-acts.  

 The proper reaction to God’s call to the marriage vocation is the task of discernment. 

God’s call requires a constant dialectic of discernment that is never completed in one’s life. Each 

person guides and encourages the other as each continually seeks to discern God’s call to 

marriage. Because God alone establishes marriage by God’s divine command, it is by its very 

nature a permanent and monogamous encounter. The vulnerability required of the marriage 

vocation precludes any notion that one might escape the encounter.
10

 God’s divine call also 

establishes an encounter exclusively between two persons. If the purpose of the true encounter is 

to know the other fully, then there cannot be an-other. In a true encounter, there can’t be two 

seconds or two firsts; someone always becomes a third.
11

 Because the marriage encounter is a 

type of the prototypical covenant between God and Creation, and Christ and the Church, 

monogamy and permanence are “unconditionally required by both love and the nature of 

marriage.”
12

  

Marriage as Witness 

 The true encounter of marriage witnesses to God’s faithful covenant with the 

community.
13

  The community reciprocates this witness by facilitating practices of communal 

discernment as each person continually discerns their marital call. Therefore, the role of the 

                                                           
10

 “To enter upon marriage is to renounce the possibility of leaving it.”  III/4, 203. 

11
 “The man who thinks it is possible and permissible to love many women simultaneously or alternately has not yet 

begun to love.” III/4, 195, 197. 

12
 III/4, 197. 

13
 The permanent monogamous encounter established by God’s divine call is “primarily and immediately a 

reflection of the gracious election of the covenant, of the love of Yaheweh for His people and Jesus Christ for His 

community.” III/4, 215. 
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community is subordinate to the call of God and as such can only offer support and 

encouragement, not proclamation or prohibition.  

 The marriage encounter forms the foundation for the human family and therefore the 

whole of human society. Properly understood, “marriage is not subordinate to the family, but the 

family to marriage…It subsists even without the founding of a family, even as the life-

partnership of a possibly childless marriage.”
14

 Therefore, the marriage encounter does not exist 

as a crude mechanism for the maintenance of a community or the propagation of a species.
15

 

Rather, its fullness is found in itself, as a divine establishment between two persons as an 

example of God’s love to the community around them. In certain cases, the richness and depth of 

life discovered in the encounter of marriage brings forth the new life of a child. But, rather than 

the ultimate goal of the encounter, this new life witnesses to the love of God displayed in the 

marital encounter. The testimony of marriage is clear: there is a life-giving and life-creating 

dialectic in the intimacy of a permanent monogamous encounter.  

Conclusion 

 An adequate working theology of marriage must begin with the vocational nature of 

God’s generative call. This call is discerned exclusively between two people in the permanence 

of a sanctified human encounter. This encounter is a means of grace from God. The sinful 

dispositions of the human heart are given their antidote; to pride, humility; to lust, chastity; to 

gluttony, temperance; to greed, charity; to sloth, diligence; to wrath, patience; and to envy, 

kindness. The transformative power of this encounter is a witness to God’s transformative love 

through God’s covenantal faithfulness. 

                                                           
14

 III/4, 188-189. 

15
 To make this point, Barth ignorantly suggests: “It does not mean a foolish capitulation to the loveless marriage 

taught and practiced in the east, which is perhaps very practical and conveniently simplifies matters but is not 

responsible to the divine command.” III/4, 201. 
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 This working theology of marriage has immediate implications on contemporary issues 

regarding marriage in America. The generative power of God’s divine command undermines the 

contemporary notion that marriage begins with a pronouncement of a civil or ecclesial body.
16

 

This understanding has profound implications for contemporary debates surrounding 

homosexual marriage, for to argue for the legal prohibition of homosexual marriage is to 

presume that the genesis of marriage is found in legal, domestic, or ecclesial action. However, 

the role of the Christian community is to assist discernment, not proclaim prohibitions. 

 Within this theology, the possibility of divorce undermines the seriousness of the 

encounter.
17

 Such a view immediately casts the practice of prenuptial agreements under 

suspicion. Admittedly, these practices may be legally necessary in certain cultural contexts. 

However, great lengths must be taken to ensure that the prenuptial agreements do not obscure the 

true purpose of the marriage encounter: to know the other in the fullness of her or his humanity 

and to be known the same.
18

  

 God’s call to marriage is God’s alone and as such cannot ever be confirmed or denied 

with any degree of certainty but must be continually discerned by humanity. When divorce does 

occur, Barth concedes the possibility that God’s call to marriage was never upon the couple. This 

admonition could prove problematic in pastoral counseling contexts. How is a pastor to guide 

two people to genuine reconciliation if she or he must maintain the possibility that the marriage 

is outside of God’s divine command? Does God expect persons to fulfill their promises to one 

another if those promises are made with little to no consideration given to a divine command? 

All of these issues require further theological study, prayerful reflection, and careful articulation.   

                                                           
16

  “The equation of marriage with the wedding ceremony is a dreadful and deep-rooted error.” III/4, 225. 

17
 III/4, 206. 

18
 “We must remember that if anything else, whether it be sexuality, male comfort, female domesticity, or even child 

and family, is permitted to become a principle aim, it is disruptive of marriage.” III/4, 189. 


