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ABSTRACT
It is estimated that between 4.0% and 11.2% of married Catholic couples remain undesirably
childless after exhausting licit medical treatments for their infertility. Yet, a critical appraisal
of the documents of the Magisterium highlights an absence of substantial and constructive
dialogue about fruitfulness for sterile Catholic couples. This thesis draws upon the insights of
Hans Urs von Balthasar in order to construct a preliminary theology of marital fruitfulness that
is specifically applicable to Christian couples unable to have biological children. Following the
aforementioned appraisal of relevant Magisterial documents, this thesis is divided into two
further sections. In the first section, the ordinarily Trinitarian distinction between opera ad intra
and opera ad extra is appropriated to articulate the “fruitfulness ad intra” and “fruitfulness ad
extra” of the Trinity, man and woman in God’s original plan, and the union of Christ and the
Church according to Balthasar’s theology. In light of what emerges, the second section sets
forth a preliminary theology of marital fruitfulness for sterile Christian couples. It is argued that
our understanding must be informed and transformed by the meanings of fruitfulness and
suffering as fully revealed in Christ. Under the New Covenant, all Christians are able to share
in the fruitfulness of the cross, and this has specific implications for understanding marital
fruitfulness ad intra and ad extra for sterile couples. Moreover, since Christ has appropriated
suffering and death as a form of divine vitality, the experience of sterility itself can be embraced
as an opportunity to share in and give expression to the fruitfulness of marital love in a unique
way. The thesis concludes by considering the significance of this research for the teaching of
the Magisterium and the pastoral care of sterile Christian couples as well as those preparing for
marriage.
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THESIS STATEMENT
For those of reproductive age, the decision to marry in the Catholic Church is a decision that
expresses the desire for a fruitful married life. This thesis examines the teachings of the Catholic
Magisterium in search of a substantial and constructive dialogue about marital fruitfulness for
sterile couples. Various questions are raised and pressed: How is the theology of marital
fruitfulness to be understood in the context of sterile Catholic marriages? How do couples who
are unable to have children give expression to the fruitfulness of their marital love? Do the
teachings of the Magisterium speak to the heart of marital fruitfulness in a way that has meaning
for sterile Catholic couples? Is there a need for a more adequate theological and pastoral
response? In light of what emerges, the thesis then draws upon Hans Urs von Balthasar’s
theology of fruitfulness in order to construct a preliminary theology of marital fruitfulness that
is specifically applicable to sterile Catholic couples.
It is argued that our understanding of marital fruitfulness for sterile couples must be
informed and transformed by the meanings of fruitfulness and suffering as fully revealed in
Christ. Under the New Covenant, all Christians are able to share in the fruitfulness of the cross,
and this has specific implications for understanding marital fruitfulness for sterile couples. In
Christ, human fruitfulness is not bound to procreation but rather to one’s readiness for selfsacrifice and renunciation in order to be free for love. Taking the archetypal union of Christ and
the Church as their model, sterile couples who live in this spirit of the cross have the privilege
of sharing in the inexhaustible mystery of divine fruitfulness. Moreover, since Christ has
appropriated suffering and death as a form of divine vitality, the experience of sterility itself
can be embraced by sterile couples as an opportunity to share in and give expression to the
fruitfulness of marital love in a unique way.
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1 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Are you prepared to accept children lovingly from God and to bring them up
according to the law of Christ and his Church?
I am.1
The Catholic Church has always emphasised the blessing of children. Its official rites and
teachings describe them as the “supreme gift of Marriage” 2 and “ultimate crown” 3 of both
matrimony itself and conjugal love. It has staunchly defended the personhood of the unborn,
remained unwavering in its opposition to contraception, spoken consistently against biomedical
technologies that separate the procreative and unitive aspects of marriage and worked tirelessly
to safeguard the family. The Catechism of the Catholic Church even describes having many
children as “a sign of God’s blessing and the parents’ generosity.”4 In short, those who choose
to marry in the Catholic Church are left with no uncertainty that having children aligns with
both God’s plan for fruitful marriages and the Church’s intention for all married couples. For
those of reproductive age, the decision to marry in the Catholic Church is therefore also a
decision to hope for and welcome biological children into the family. It is a decision that
expresses the deep desire for a fruitful married life.
For all married couples, the undesired inability to have biological children is both difficult
to accept and has life-changing ramifications. Processing the news of a diagnosis of sterility
has been compared to experiencing the death of a loved one and can be marked by similar
feelings of grief, sorrow and anger as well as alienation, stress, frustration and disinterest in
relationships and sexual intimacy.5 Many couples are likely to respond by investigating the
available biotechnologies that might assist them to generate a child using artificial reproductive
processes. Some might consider welcoming non-biological children by adopting or fostering.
Others might choose to accept a childless life and seek out alternative ways to express the
generosity of their love and to find fulfilment, meaning and purpose in their lives. And still
others will find comfort in the secular image of a seemingly unburdened, childfree existence
filled with travel, adventure, wealth, unbridled sexual intimacy and freedom.
The Order of Celebrating Matrimony: The Roman Ritual (Strathfield, NSW: St Pauls, 2015), 6.
The Order of Celebrating Matrimony, ix; Second Vatican Council, “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the
Modern World, Gaudium et spes, 7 December, 1965” (hereafter GS) in Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and
Post Conciliar Documents (New York: Costello Publishing Company, 1988), sec. 50.
3 GS, sec. 48.
4 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Strathfield, NSW: St Pauls, 2000), 2373 (hereafter CCC).
5 Brandi Lindsey and Cynthia Driskill, “The Psychology of Infertility,” International Journal of Childbirth
Education 28, n. 3 (July 2013): 43-44.
1
2
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National statistics indicate that about 15% of couples of reproductive age in Australia are
affected by infertility although the proportion that ultimately remains childless is lower as a
result of the use of reproductive technologies.6 If we assume that the prevalence of infertility in
the Catholic community parallels the national statistic, and apply the success rates reported by
recent studies of licit medical treatments for Catholics, then we can estimate that the proportion
of Australian Catholic couples seeking to live in accordance with the teachings of the Church
and remaining permanently and undesirably childless (hereafter referred to as sterile) 7 is
between 4.0% and 11.2%.8 This represents a significant group of people within the Church
seeking to discern how to live a fruitful married life in the absence of biological children.
A number of questions naturally follow. How do couples who are unable to have children
live a fruitful married life? How is the theology of marital fruitfulness to be understood in the
context of sterile Catholic marriages?9 Do the teachings of the Magisterium speak to the heart
of marital fruitfulness in a way that has meaning for sterile Catholic couples? Is there a need
for a more adequate theological and pastoral response?

“Infertility.” Healthdirect Australia. Last modified May 2018. https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/infertility.
Throughout this thesis the term “sterile” is used to describe those who remain childless after exhausting licit
medical assistance to have a child (techniques that do not separate the procreative process from the conjugal act).
8 Statistics are not readily available to confirm the prevalence of infertility or sterility in the Catholic population
specifically, and so we cannot say for certain whether or not the national statistic is mirrored in this context. It is
possible that factors such as the lower usage of hormonal contraceptives, fewer sexual partners, lower incidence
of sexually transmitted infections and earlier marital age might mean that the prevalence of sterility in the
Catholic population is below that of the general population. There has also been significant progress in the
treatment of infertility using Natural Procreative (NaPro) Technology – a licit means of infertility treatment for
Catholics. A 2008 study of 1072 couples in Ireland who were treated with NaPro Technology reported a crude
proportion of 25.5% live births and an adjusted proportion of 52.8% (J. B. Stanford, T. A. Parnell, and P. C.
Boyle, “Outcomes From Treatment of Infertility With Natural Procreative Technology in an Irish General
Practice,” The Journal of the American Board of Family Medicine 21, no. 5 (2008).). A similar study of 108
couples in Canada reported a crude proportion of 47.2% live births and an adjusted proportion of 73.1%
(Elizabeth Tham, Karen Schliep, and Joseph Stanford, “Natural Procreative Technology for Infertility and
Recurrent Miscarriage,” Canadian Family Physician 58, no. 5 (May 2012).). If we take the extremes of these
proportions and assume that a similar pattern would be observed in Australia, then we can estimate that between
4.0% and 11.2% of Australian Catholic couples will experience undesired and permanent childlessness.
9 I have intentionally chosen to break with the tradition of the Church by using the medical term “sterile” rather
than the metaphorical term “barren” to describe couples unable to generate biological offspring. It is my feeling
that “sterile” conveys the necessary meaning for this thesis but without the evocative agricultural connotations
that put “barren” at odds with “fruitful.” For example, consider how the thought of barren land elicits an image
of a dry and lifeless earth that is unable to produce vegetation, or how the barren tree brings to mind a tree
without any fruit. Of course, it is true that a woman’s womb may remain physically barren or fruitless in terms
of biological offspring, but it is precisely the intention of this thesis to show that this does not also mean that a
sterile couple have a barren or fruitless marriage. Instead, the thesis argues that sterile Catholic couples can have
abundantly fruitful marriages. I have therefore sought to avoid describing those unable to have children in these
terms.
6
7

9

1.1 AIM AND ORGANISATION OF THIS THESIS
In seeking to probe these questions, this dissertation first inquires into the teachings of the
Magisterium in search of a substantial and constructive dialogue about marital fruitfulness for
sterile couples. In light of what emerges, this thesis then aims to draw upon Hans Urs von
Balthasar’s theology of fruitfulness in order to construct a preliminary theology of marital
fruitfulness that is specifically applicable to sterile Catholic couples. It is argued that our
understanding of marital fruitfulness for sterile couples must be informed and transformed by
the meanings of fruitfulness and suffering as fully revealed in Christ. Under the New Covenant,
all Christians are able to share in the fruitfulness of the cross, and this has specific implications
for understanding marital fruitfulness for sterile couples. In Christ, human fruitfulness is not
bound to procreation but rather to one’s readiness for self-sacrifice and renunciation in order to
be free for love. Taking the archetypal union of Christ and the Church as their model, sterile
couples who live in this spirit of the cross have the privilege of sharing in the inexhaustible
mystery of divine fruitfulness. Moreover, since Christ has appropriated suffering and death as
a form of divine vitality, the experience of sterility itself can be embraced by sterile couples as
an opportunity to share in and give expression to the fruitfulness of marital love in a unique
way.
Three key elements are at play in the workings of this thesis: first, the teachings of the
Magisterium in the areas of marital fruitfulness and sterility; second, Hans Urs von Balthasar’s
theology of fruitfulness; and third, a preliminary theology of fruitfulness that is specifically
applicable to sterile Catholic couples. It is these three elements that shape the organisation of
this thesis. In order to address the first of these elements, Chapter Two provides a critical
appraisal of the documents of the Magisterium dating from the 1917 Pio-Benedictine Code of
Canon Law through to the present. This appraisal traces the development of the Magisterium’s
teaching on marital fruitfulness and sterility by examining these documents chronologically in
three periods: 1917 to 1965, 1966 to 2008, and 2009 to the present. The chapter concludes by
considering the significance of this analysis for the present study. The teaching of the
Magisterium is briefly revisited in the final chapter of this dissertation in light of the thesis
findings.
Chapters Three and Four address the second element articulated above. The purpose of
these chapters is to sink the deep roots of marital fruitfulness in the mystery of God and His
plan for humanity through an examination of fruitfulness in the writings of Hans Urs von
10

Balthasar. Chapter Three begins by establishing an understanding of Trinitarian fruitfulness,
recognising that this is the essential foundation for any subsequent considerations of fruitfulness
in the created world. The fruitfulness of man and woman in God’s original plan is then
examined with particular emphasis on fruitfulness that has its expression within the union (ad
intra) and fruitfulness that is communicated beyond the union (ad extra). Although the ad intra
/ ad extra framework is usually applied in the context of Trinitarian theology, the distinction
between fruitfulness ad intra and fruitfulness ad extra will prove to be essential to the theology
of marital fruitfulness constructed in Chapters Five and Six.10 Since this theology draws upon
the ideas explored in Chapters Three and Four, it is therefore necessary to introduce this
distinction in these earlier chapters. In Chapter Four the significance of the cross is brought into
sharp focus in the context of this thesis. In particular, Christ’s freely chosen and personal death
for humanity is seen to inaugurate an entirely new model of human fruitfulness that is not tied
to procreation.
Chapters Five and Six are a preliminary attempt to construct a theology of fruitfulness
that is specifically applicable to sterile Catholic couples. Drawing upon the earlier chapters of
this thesis, Chapter Five focuses on the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage under these
circumstances and Chapter Six focuses on the fruitfulness ad extra.
The final chapter highlights some implications of this dissertation with specific reference
to the teachings of the Catechism and pastoral considerations. It is hoped that these suggestions
might prove to be seeds for further substantial and constructive theological and pastoral
dialogue about the marital fruitfulness of sterile Catholic couples.

1.2 SIGNIFICANCE OF HANS URS VON BALTHASAR
The writings of the Swiss theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905 – 1988) are extensively
drawn upon, interrogated and shaped for the purpose of this thesis. As the author of over 100
books, 500 articles and almost 100 translations of other authors, Balthasar is recognised as a
theological giant of the twentieth century. 11 The life of Hans Urs von Balthasar has been

In Trinitarian theology, opera ad intra is used to describe the “works within” the Trinity, while opera ad extra
refers to those “works outside” the Trinity, that is, with reference to the created world (Charles C. Ryrie, Basic
Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical Truth (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 1999), 6162).
11 Staale J. Kristiansen, “Hans Urs von Balthasar,” in Key Theological Thinkers: From Modern to Postmodern,
ed. Staale J. Kristiansen and Svein Rise (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 253; Joseph Cardinal
Ratzinger, Milestones: Memoirs, 1927-1977 (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 143; Bishop Robert Barron,
10
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canvased many times by others and so it is not necessary to do so again here.12 Rather, the
intention is to highlight the specific importance of Balthasar’s thought to this dissertation and
to briefly introduce some of the key works that will be investigated.
It is Balthasar’s integrated approach to the notion of fruitfulness that makes his writings
particularly significant for this thesis. Aidan Nichols, a leading scholar on Balthasar, indicates
that the “metaphor of fruitfulness” was very “dear to Balthasar,” and we see this reflected in
the recurrence of this theme across every aspect of his thought.13 In fact, it seems as though the
notion of fruitfulness was more than just dear to Balthasar. By piecing together significant
fragments from his opus, an entire theology of fruitfulness begins to emerge. Balthasar himself
attempts to synthesise some of the most significant aspects of this in the final chapter of his
Epilogue which he dedicates to the topic of fruitfulness.14 It is in this chapter that Balthasar
affirms the importance of fruitfulness to his entire understanding of the very fabric of existence.
He indicates:
It was above all the task of the third part of the trilogy, the Theo-Logic, to show in
detail how the miracle of cosmic fertility is the stamp and image of the original
mystery of Being as such, of its trinitarian constitution.15
For Balthasar, this miracle of fruitfulness is not only of the essence of the triune God, but is
also tangibly expressed and bestowed in the language of the created world and in all beings.16
He explains:
All beings essentially and increasingly appear as epiphanic: they are all inherently
self-showing, self-giving, and self-expressing… But this aspect of self-openness
is also endowed with the miracle of fruitfulness.17

“Fr Barron on Hans Urs von Balthasar (Part 1 of 2),” Word on Fire Ministries, MP4 Vodcast, published May 16,
2014, https://www.wordonfire.org/resources/video/fr-barron-on-hans-urs-von-balthasar-part-1-of-2/315/.
12 For a biographical account of Balthasar, the reader is directed to (among others): Aidan Nichols OP, Divine
Fruitfulness: A Guide through Balthasar's Theology beyond the Trilogy (Washington: The Catholic University
of America Press, 2007), 1-123; Peter Henrici, “Hans Urs von Balthasar: A sketch of his life,” Communio:
International Catholic Review 16, no. 3 (Fall 1989): 306-350; John J. O'Donnell, Hans Urs von
Balthasar (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1992), 1-9; Kristiansen, “Hans Urs von Balthasar,” 249-266; Rodney A.
Howsare, Balthasar: A Guide for the Perplexed (New York: T&T Clark International, 2009), 1-73.
13 Nichols, Divine Fruitfulness, 46-47.
14 Balthasar’s Epilogue (first published in 1987) provides an overview of his 15-volume trilogy, The Glory of the
Lord, Theo-Drama, and Theo-Logic.
15 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Epilogue (hereafter Epilogue), trans. Edward T. Oakes SJ (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 2004), 109-110; Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Logic, Volume 2: Truth of God (hereafter TG), trans.
Adrian J. Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), 59-62.
16 Epilogue, 110; Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Christian State of Life (hereafter CSL), trans. Mary F. McCarthy
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1983), 226.
17 Epilogue, 109.
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And since, among those beings in the created world, humanity is made in the very “image and
likeness of God,” fruitfulness emerges as a central aspect of Balthasar’s theological
anthropology.18 He writes:
God’s being in the Trinity is an infinite fecundity that reveals itself externally in
creation; whatever is made in his image must, of its very nature, have a share in
his fecundity… Since mankind was made male and female and since the first word
God spoke to them was ‘Be fruitful and multiply,’ it cannot be doubted that human
beings were created for fecundity.19
As with all of Balthasar’s theology, Christ, and more specifically the event of the cross, are
central to his understanding of fruitfulness. He insists that Christ’s death gives death an entirely
new meaning and with it, the “expression of absolute triune fruitfulness” also assumes an
entirely new form:
… a form in which dying (as in the archetype of the Cross) coincides with the
highest fruitfulness of life, which no longer generates anything mortal but rather
something that already belongs to the eternal, triune-fruitful life of God.20
Balthasar argues that Christ’s death inaugurates a new model of fruitfulness in the created world
which must henceforth be the measure and form of human fruitfulness under the New Covenant.
Thus, even from these few extracts, it is evident that the notion of fruitfulness deeply penetrates
Balthasar’s thought.21
As identified, Balthasar’s theology of fruitfulness emerges from various fragments found
across his writings. It has therefore been necessary to draw upon a number of his books for this
dissertation and to use different books for different chapters according to the relevant focus.
For example, in Chapter Three, the fruitfulness of the Trinity is explored and for this purpose
two volumes of the aforementioned Theo-Logic have been primarily considered, namely
Volume Two: Truth of God22 and Volume Three: The Spirit of Truth,23 as well as the third
volume of Balthasar’s Explorations in Theology: Creator Spirit. 24 As is evident from the
various titles of these works, all three seek to probe the mystery of God’s Being and thus the
fruitfulness of the Trinity emerges as a central idea. In a similar way, Balthasar’s theological
anthropology, Christology, Mariology and ecclesiology feature prominently in sections of his

Gen 1:27.
CSL, 226.
20 Epilogue, 110.
21 Many of these extracts will be considered in greater depth later in this thesis.
22 First published in 1985.
23 First published in 1987.
24 First published in 1967.
18
19
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Theo-Drama: Dramatis Personae25 and in the final volume of his Explorations in Theology,
Volume 5: Man is Created.26 Parts of these books have therefore been used in various sections
of this thesis to illuminate Balthasar’s understanding of human fruitfulness, the fruitfulness of
the cross and the fruitful union of Christ and the Marian Church.
The book of greatest significance for this dissertation and used most extensively
throughout, is Balthasar’s The Christian State of Life. Published in 1977, Balthasar explains
that the purpose of this book is to provide a comprehensive meditation on the Ignatian “Call of
Christ” and on the specific choice that is demanded of each person in response to this call.27 It
is in The Christian State of Life that Balthasar provides his most extensive treatment of the
Christian vocations and therefore also of marriage which he considers from the pre-lapsarian
state to the present day. Other aspects of particular significance to this study that emerge from
The Christian State of Life include Balthasar’s theology of mission and his approach to the
fruitfulness of the celibate vocations. Additional writings by Balthasar have also been used to
supplement the aforementioned texts. Far from acting incidentally, these often serve to clarify
important aspects of Balthasar’s ideas, and even occasionally provide some of the most critical
insights for this thesis.28
It has not been possible within the scope of this thesis to consider the full extent of
Balthasar’s theology of fruitfulness as it emerges from his entire oeuvre, and others are
encouraged to attempt this task in a more comprehensive way.29 Instead, this thesis aims to
present, appropriate and develop pertinent aspects of Balthasar’s thought to enable the
construction of a preliminary theology of marital fruitfulness for sterile couples. 30 In
anticipation of this work, let us examine the backdrop to this thesis by investigating the
teachings of the Magisterium on sterility and marital fruitfulness.
Balthasar presented the Theo-Drama: Dramatis Personae in two volumes of the Theo-Drama. Theo-Drama,
Volume 2: Dramatis Personae: Man in God was first published in 1976 while Theo-Drama, Volume 3: Dramatis
Personae: Persons in Christ was first published in 1978.
26 First published in 1986.
27 CSL, 9.
28 Cf. Section 5.2.1.
29 Cardinal Marc Ouellet presents some aspects of Balthasar’s theology of fruitfulness in his book, Divine
Likeness. See: Marc Cardinal Ouellet, Divine Likeness: Toward a Trinitarian Anthropology of the Family, trans.
Philip Milligan and Linda M. Cicone (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2006).
30 This thesis does not intend to offer a critical evaluation of Balthasar’s theology or theological approach.
Instead, Balthasar’s theology provides a lens through which to understand marital fruitfulness for sterile Catholic
couples. For critiques of Balthasar, the reader is directed to (among others): Brendan McInerny, "Introduction,"
in The Trinitarian Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar: An Introduction (Indiana: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2020), 1-14; Karen Kilby, Balthasar: A (Very) Critical Introduction (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing, 2012); Matthew Levering, "Epilogue," in The Achievement of Hans Urs Von Balthasar: An
Introduction to His Trilogy (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 2019), 203-229;
Howsare, "Chapter Seven: Balthasar's Ongoing Role in Theology," in Balthasar: A Guide, 145-162.
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2 CHAPTER TWO: MARITAL FRUITFULNESS AND
STERILITY IN THE DOCUMENTS OF THE
MAGISTERIUM
What do the teachings of the Magisterium say about sterility? Has the Church provided a
constructive theological and pastoral discourse for sterile Catholic couples seeking to live a
fruitful married life in accordance with Church teachings? This chapter aims to respond to these
questions by critically appraising relevant documents of the Magisterium from 1917 to the
present. The chronological examination that follows is broken into three periods: first, from
1917 to 1965 (beginning with the Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law and ending with the
documents of the Second Vatican Council); second, from 1966 to 2008 (beginning with the
encyclical letter Humanae vitae and ending with the instruction Dignitas personae); and third,
from 2009 to the present (consisting of only Amoris laetitia). The chapter concludes by
considering the implications of this analysis and its significance for the present study.

2.1 FROM CODE TO COUNCIL: 1917 TO 1965
From the time of the 1917 Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law to the conclusion of the Second
Vatican Council in 1965, the limited references to sterility by the Magisterium are found within
the broader context of writings about the relationship between marriage and procreation. The
mentions of sterility during this time essentially appear as side notes or acknowledgements of
the undesirable counter-reality to child bearing rather than as a substantial dialogue for sterile
couples.
The first reference to sterility in the documents of the Magisterium is found in Canon
1068 of the Pio-Benedictine code and states that “sterility neither impedes nor [renders illicit]
marriage.”1 The inclusion of this canon served to clarify a potential ambiguity created by Canon
1013.1 of the code which described marriage according to its “ends” and “properties”:
§1. The primary end of marriage is the procreation and education of children; the
secondary [end] is mutual support and a remedy for concupiscence.

The 1917 Or Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law: In English Translation with Extensive Scholarly
Apparatus, trans. Edward N. Peters (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2001), 1068.3.
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§2. The essential properties of marriage are unity and indissolubility, which in
Christian marriage obtain special firmness by reason of the sacrament.2
By assigning primacy to procreation in this way, the canonists had placed sterile couples in a
position where they were unable to fulfil the primary end of their vocation. The inclusion of
Canon 1068 therefore served to clarify that a marriage was still considered valid even when a
couple was sterile. The “ends” formulation ignited heated debate throughout the first half of the
twentieth century about the nature of marriage, the precise meaning of these “ends” and the
relationship between them.3 Although child bearing and the raising of a family had long been
inextricably connected with marriage, never before had Catholic doctrine placed it so
unequivocally at the very heart and centre of what it meant to be married.
Sterility was only a side issue in the debate and references to this condition appeared
infrequently during this period.4 In his 1930 encyclical, Casti connubii, Pope Pius XI indicated
that although a child holds the “first place” amongst the blessings of marriage,5 couples are not
acting against nature when they engage in the conjugal act even when “on account of natural
reasons either of time or of certain defects, new life cannot be brought forth.”6 His successor,
Pope Pius XII, also wrote briefly about sterility. In his Address to Midwives on the Nature of
their Profession, he wrote:

The 1917 Or Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law, 1013; The “ends” of marriage stipulated in Canon 1013.1
have their origin in the work of Augustine who described the three “goods” of Christian marriage as offspring,
fidelity and the sacramental bond. Although Augustine stated that “procreation is the sole purpose of marriage”
he also argued that “the explanation why marriage is a good lies…not merely in the procreation of children, but
also in the natural compact itself between the sexes.” It is important to recognise that the Church has never
suggested that the capacity to have children is a requirement for a marriage to be “good,” and has always married
couples beyond child-bearing age (Saint Augustine, "De bono coniugali," in De bono coniugali and De sancta
virginitate, ed. P. G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 7, 57).
3 For a sense of the scope of the debate, the reader is directed to: John M. Haas, “The Contemporary World,” in
Christian Marriage: A Historical Study, ed. Glenn W. Olsen (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company,
2013), 332 - 359. Haas briefly outlines pertinent aspects of the debate including the significant contributions of
Herbert Doms and Dietrich von Hildebrand and for further depth he refers the reader to the bibliography of
John C. Ford, “Marriage: Its Meaning and Purpose,” Theological Studies 3, no. 3 (1942). For a more substantial
study of Doms and Hildebrand, the reader is directed to: Roland B. Arjonillo, Conjugal Love and the Ends of
Marriage in Dietrich Von Hildebrand and Herbert Doms: A Study of Dietrich von Hildebrand and Herbert
Doms in the Light of the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et spes (Berne: Peter Lang, 1998).
4 For a list of the main relevant documents of the Magisterium during this time, see: Ramon Garcia De
Haro, Marriage and the Family in the Documents of the Magisterium: A Course in the Theology of Marriage,
trans. William E. May (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 97-98.
5 Pius XI, Casti connubii, encyclical, Vatican website, December 31, 1930,
http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19301231_casti-connubii.html,
sec. 11.
6 Pius XI, Casti connubii, sec. 59. It should be noted that Casti connubii was written not only in the context of
the debate sparked by the 1917 code, but also in response to Resolution 15 of The 1930 Lambeth Conference of
Anglican bishops which determined that in particular circumstances married couples could use contraception
(Cf. Haas, “The Contemporary World,” 342).
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With what delicacy and charm does the Sacred Scripture show the gracious crown
of children united around the father’s table! Children are the recompense of the
just, as sterility is very often the punishment of the sinner. Hearken to the divine
word expressed with the insuperable poetry of the Psalm: ‘Your wife, as a fruitful
vine within your house, your children as olive shoots round about your table.
Behold, thus is that man blessed, who fears the Lord!’ while of the wicked it is
written: ‘May his posterity be given over to destruction; may their name be blotted
out in the next generation.’7
As the contents of Pius XII’s full address demonstrates, it was his intention to emphasise the
gift of a child and not to enter into dialogue about sterility. We might wonder whether he could
have achieved this same purpose without needing to contrast the “blessing” of fertility with the
“punishment” of sterility. Did he choose to write in this way because the Old Covenant
understanding still prevailed in his mind and in the teachings of the Magisterium? Or was he
simply unaware of the potential misinterpretation of his words by sterile couples and the need
for greater sensitivity? In either case, we can see that the very limited teachings of the
Magisterium at this time were inadequate for those unable to have children.
The renewal of the Church at Vatican II brought a decisive shift away from the language
of the “ends” of marriage8 to instead describe it as a covenant of conjugal love and a call to
holiness. 9 With this change toward a more personalist understanding and presentation of
marriage, we also see a shift in the way that sterility is spoken about in the documents of the
Magisterium. For instance, Gaudium et spes indicates:
But marriage is not merely for the procreation of children… Even in cases where
despite the intense desire of the spouses there are no children, marriage still retains
its character of being a whole manner and communion of life and preserves its value
and indissolubility.10
Despite the significance of this shift, the conciliar texts continued to leave no doubt about the
primacy of procreation.11 In fact, the superlative language used by the council documents to
describe children and procreation in such glorious ways has the real potential to unintentionally
amplify the anguish of sterile couples. For example, Gaudium et spes states:

Pius XII, Address to Midwives on the Nature of their Profession, Papal Encyclicals Online, October 29,
1951, https://www.papalencyclicals.net/Pius12/P12midwives.htm.
8 Therese Buck, “Gaudium et Spes and Marriage: A Conjugal Covenant,” The Australasian Catholic Record 89,
no. 4 (October 2012): 451; Haro, Marriage and the Family in the Documents of the Magisterium, 99, 101.
9 Most Catholic authors would now consider the debate about the hierarchical ordering of the ends of marriage to
be a “dead issue.” Cf. Haas, “The Contemporary World,” 343.
10 GS, sec. 50.
11 John M. Haas argues that evidence for this is not only found in the background notes of the council and
footnotes of the conciliar texts, but also directly in the texts themselves. See Haas, “The Contemporary
World,” 348.
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Marriage and married love are by nature ordered to the procreation and education
of children. Indeed children are the supreme gift of marriage and greatly
contribute to the good of the parents themselves... Without intending to
underestimate the other ends of marriage, it must be said that true married love
and the whole structure of family life which results from it is directed to disposing
the spouses to cooperate valiantly with the love of the Creator and Saviour, who
through them will increase and enrich his family from day to day.12
Although Gaudium et spes is intentionally void of the explicit assertion that procreation is the
primary end of marriage, the document nevertheless reflects the Council Fathers’ desire to
affirm its primordial importance and maintain the traditional hierarchy of the primary and
secondary ends.13
We can conclude that the Magisterial writings on sterility up until this time were very
limited in scope and little more than an appendage to those on procreation. But as the sun was
setting on the Second Vatican Council, both the Church and society at large found themselves
confronted by a rapidly changing world that would have the effect of bringing sterility to the
attention of the Magisterium.

2.2 HUMANAE VITAE TO DIGNITAS PERSONAE: 1966 TO 2008
In the years that followed the Second Vatican Council, the procreative aspect of marriage faced
unprecedented challenges and for sterile couples the response of the Magisterium proved
complicated. On the one hand, the Magisterial writings that emerged during this time were
enriching for sterile couples since they provided a much deeper theology of marriage and a
broader acknowledgement of the fruitfulness of conjugal love as it extended beyond
procreation. On the other hand, the challenges presented by the widespread use of contraception
and emergence of reproductive technologies caused the Magisterium to remain carefully
guarded in its writings on the fruitfulness of conjugal love in the absence of children.
Written in the wake of the Second Vatican Council and in direct response to the
increasingly widespread use of contraception, Humanae vitae might seem an unlikely inclusion
in this brief appraisal (after all, sterile couples do not need to concern themselves with trying to
avoid pregnancy).14 Nevertheless, it had significant implications for sterile couples in a number

GS, sec. 50.
Haas, “The Contemporary World,” 348-349.
14 Paul VI, Humanae vitae (hereafter HV), encyclical letter, Vatican website, July 25,
1968, http://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_25071968_humanaevitae.html.
12
13
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of ways. In the first instance, Humanae vitae provided a much fuller treatment of married love
than had previously been provided, describing its features and exigencies in a holistic sense –
fully human, total, faithful and fruitful.15 In doing so, it offered sterile spouses a deeper sense
of their marriage vocation as it extended well beyond their procreative capacity. Also
importantly for sterile couples, the encyclical letter articulated the inherent value of sexual
intercourse even when, due to natural reasons, it was known that procreation was very unlikely
to result. It identified that under these circumstances “they [the couple] use their married
intimacy to express their mutual love and safeguard their fidelity toward one another.” 16
Although this statement referred to fertile couples making use of infertile periods, it was
nevertheless the first time that the Magisterium had articulated the unitive aspect of sexual
intercourse so explicitly in such instances.
Significantly, however, the encyclical is virtually silent on the topic of sterility despite
the pastoral implications of its strong procreative focus for sterile spouses. Was it not clear to
Pope Paul VI that by emphasising the generosity of those with many children,17 and the divinely
appointed connection between the procreative and unitive aspects of marriage,18 the encyclical
would inadvertently also reinforce the suffering of those unable to have children? And yet the
pope chose not to include any acknowledgement of sterility or words that might provide some
consolation for sterile couples. Whilst this omission might seem pastorally insensitive, it was
presumably considered prudent to exclude any discourse that might be misconstrued as support
for deliberate childlessness. In an encyclical letter aimed at encouraging procreation and
dissuading contraceptive use and optional childlessness, it is perhaps understandable that Pope
Paul VI avoided writing about the fruitfulness that is intrinsic to all marriages, including those
without children. Nevertheless, this notable lacuna is significant for sterile spouses who are left
with only a heightened sense of their inability to have children.19
More than ten years and two papacies later, it was clear to Pope John Paul II that marriage
and the family were being substantially affected by the “profound and rapid changes” taking

HV, sec. 9.
HV, sec. 16.
17 HV, sec. 10.
18 HV, sec. 12.
19 It should be noted that prior to the widespread use of contraception, adoption was a much easier option than it
is today, with many more children in need of adoptive families. It is possible that Pope Paul VI had this in mind
when writing HV and therefore did not feel it was necessary to explicitly address the pain and suffering of sterile
couples.
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place in society and culture. 20 Deeply concerned by this, the pope promulgated his 1981
apostolic exhortation, Familiaris consortio, explaining that “the Church wishes to speak and
offer her help… to every person who wonders about the destiny of marriage and the family.”21
It therefore seems both fitting and perhaps unsurprising that Familiaris consortio provides what
might be considered the first “constructive” acknowledgements of sterility in the documents of
the Magisterium. Pope John Paul II wrote:
It must not be forgotten however, that, even when procreation is not possible,
conjugal life does not for this reason lose its value. Physical sterility in fact can be
for spouses the occasion for other important services to the life of the human person,
for example, adoption, various forms of educational work, and assistance to other
families and to poor or handicapped children.22
And then further:
The fruitfulness of conjugal love is not restricted solely to the procreation of
children, even understood in its specifically human dimension: it is enlarged and
enriched by all those fruits of moral, spiritual and supernatural life which the father
and mother are called to hand on to their children, and through the children to the
Church and to the world.23
And then again:
Fruitful married love expresses itself in serving in many ways. Of these ways,
begetting and educating children are the most immediate, specific and irreplaceable.
In fact, every act of true love towards a human being bears witness to and perfects
the spiritual fecundity of the family, since it is an act of obedience to the deep inner
dynamism of love as self-giving to others. For everyone this perspective is full of
value and commitment, and it can be an inspiration in particular for couples who
experience physical sterility.24
Here, for the first time, the Magisterium provided sterile couples with some sense of how the
fruitfulness of their marital love might be expressed in the absence of children. Significantly
for this thesis, the pope also recognises the intrinsic spiritual fruitfulness of all marriages and
embeds the begetting of children within the broader context of various expressions of fruitful
married love. The citations of Familiaris consortio in subsequent writings of the Magisterium
indicate the significance of this exhortation to the Magisterial teachings on sterility.

John Paul II, Familiaris consortio (hereafter FC), apostolic exhortation, Vatican website, November 22,
1981, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jpii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio.html, sec. 1.
21 FC, sec. 1.
22 FC, sec. 14.
23 FC, sec. 28.
24 FC, sec. 41.
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The 1983 revised Code of Canon Law sought to reflect the changes in thought and
language that had been expressed by Gaudium et spes and in the Magisterial teachings on
marriage that had followed. In particular, it provided a broadly theological presentation of
marriage in comparison to the strictly legal approach of its predecessor. Canon 1055 stated:
The matrimonial covenant, by which a man and a woman establish between
themselves a partnership of the whole of life, and which is ordered by its nature
to the good of the spouses and the procreation and education of offspring, has been
raised by Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament between the baptised.25
Significantly for sterile couples, this canon defined marriage more holistically, with an
emphasis on the sacred reality of the marriage covenant in preference to the language of a legal
contract. 26 In doing so, the canon reflected a greater focus on the interpersonal aspect of
marriage as a mutual personal commitment of the spouses to share every aspect of their lives
with one another.27 So too, the canon presented the “good of the spouses” and “the procreation
and education of offspring” as joint ends of marriage without ascribing primacy to either. There
has been disagreement among the canonists as to the precise meaning of the “good of the
spouses,” but we hear echoes from Gaudium et spes which outlined:
Married love is an eminently human love because it is an affection between two
persons rooted in the will and it embraces the good of the whole person; it can
enrich the sentiments of the spirit and their physical expression with a unique
dignity and ennoble them as the special elements and signs of the friendship
proper to marriage.28
Although the revised canon law made no explicit reference to the fruitfulness of marriage, we
might therefore wonder whether the “good of the spouses” goes some way toward recognising
the spiritual fruitfulness of marriage that is reflected in the sentiments of Gaudium et spes and
explicitly named in Familiaris consortio. The code again included a canon confirming that
sterility did not prohibit or nullify a marriage but otherwise made no further explicit references
to sterility.29

Code of Canon Law: Latin-English Edition. (Washington: Canon Law Society of America, 1998), 1055.1.
John P. Beal, James A. Coriden, and Thomas J. Green, New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law (New
York: Paulist Press, 2000), 1241-1242; Ladislas Örsy SJ, Marriage in Canon Law: Texts and Comments,
Reflections and Questions (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1988), 46-48.
27 Beal, Coriden and Green, New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, 1242-1243.
28 GS, sec. 49. Italics added for emphasis by the author.
29 Code of Canon Law, 1084.3.
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By the mid 1980s the Church faced a new challenge, and one that pertained exclusively
to sterile couples: the rapid growth of reproductive biotechnologies.30 Recognising the threat
that this presented to the relationship between marriage and procreation, the Magisterium found
itself needing to respond to the issue of sterility directly for the first time. To this day, the
resulting instruction, Donum vitae: Instruction on Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on
the Dignity of Procreation: Replies to Certain Questions of the Day, issued by the Congregation
of the Divine Faith in 1987, remains the most substantial Magisterial document pertaining to
sterility.31
Donum vitae is divided into three parts, with Part II: Interventions Upon Human
Procreation being of greatest significance for sterile couples. This section sets forth explicit
explanations regarding the moral failings of assisted reproductive technologies with a particular
focus on in vitro fertilisation (IVF) and embryo transfer in light of the union between the
conjugal act and human procreation.32 The document provides only a brief, but nevertheless
significant discussion of the suffering of sterile couples, suggesting that “spouses who find
themselves in this sad situation are called to find in it an opportunity for sharing in a particular
way in the Lord’s cross, the source of spiritual fruitfulness.”33 It cites Familiaris consortio,
reaffirming that physical sterility can provide couples with an opportunity to express the
fruitfulness of their conjugal love in other ways such as adoption, educational work and
assistance to others.34 In doing so, Donum vitae draws together the broader understanding of
the fruitfulness of conjugal love that was articulated throughout Familiaris consortio, with the
spiritual fecundity of the cross, thereby providing a clear point of departure for theologically
exploring the fruitfulness of sterile marriages. As will become apparent in the chapters that
follow, the fruitfulness of the cross is at the heart of this dissertation.
Despite the significance of this revelation for sterile couples, Donum vitae
overwhelmingly reads as an explanation of “what not to do” if you are sterile rather than as a
constructive discourse on the fruitfulness of conjugal love for sterile couples. This

30 The world’s first ‘test tube baby’ was born in 1978 and the use of reproductive biotechnologies began to
increase rapidly in the years that followed: “Louise: Birth of a New Technology,” Science News 114, no. 6
(August 1978): 84.
31 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Instruction on Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on the
Dignity of Procreation Replies to Certain Questions of the Day, Donum vitae, Vatican website, February 22,
1987,
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/Cf.aith/documents/rc_con_Cf.aith_doc_19870222_respect
-for-human-life_en.html.
32 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Donum vitae, sec. II.B.8.
33 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Donum vitae, sec. II.B.8.
34 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Donum vitae, sec. II.B.8.
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disproportionate emphasis again highlights the challenge that sterility presented (and continues
to present) to the Magisterium. As we have observed, in the years that had preceded the advent
of reproductive technologies, the Church had consistently and overtly espoused the importance
of procreation. The Magisterium had left no uncertainty about the great gift that children were
to married couples and it had been unequivocal in its condemnation of contraception and
optional childlessness. Did it come as a surprise that sterile Catholic couples would seek to use
the newly emerging reproductive technologies? We might wonder whether some couples felt
that it was a morally neutral (or even morally preferable) approach to take given the personal,
familial, social and ecclesial expectations around having children. It is true that by this time the
Magisterium had already made it clear that the unitive and procreative aspects of marriage were
inseparable. But until now the purpose of this teaching had been to safeguard the procreative
potential of the conjugal act and not to prevent couples from using alternative methods to the
conjugal act for procreation. We therefore cannot simply assume that the full meaning of this
teaching was clear to sterile couples at this time.
Given the potential for this confusion, we can understand why the Magisterium responded
with explicit teachings about the illicit nature of reproductive technologies that separated the
procreative process from the unitive aspect of marriage. Nevertheless, we might wonder why
the Church did not also seize this moment as an opportunity to pastorally and theologically
expound the fruitfulness of sterile marriages. Why did the Magisterium fail to provide a
sustained, substantial and constructive dialogue that could speak to sterile couples who were
searching to express the fruitfulness of their marriage? As suggested in the earlier discussion
of Humanae vitae, one cannot help but wonder whether the Magisterium felt that such a
dialogue around sterility might be mistakenly taken to condone optional childlessness.
The publication of the 1992 Catechism of the Catholic Church drew together a number
of the references to both procreation and sterility from the preceding documents.35 The articles
of particular significance for sterile couples include: first, those that inadvertently reinforce the
suffering of sterility by emphasising the preeminence of procreation; second, those that affirm
a broad understanding of marital fruitfulness; and third, those which pertain specifically to
sterility.
The following examples fit into the first category because they inadvertently reinforce
the suffering of sterility by emphasising the preeminence of procreation.

35

CCC, 2373, 2374, 2378, 2379.
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1652 “By its very nature the institution of marriage and married love is ordered
to the procreation and education of offspring and it is in them that it finds
its crowning glory.”36
Children are the supreme gift of marriage and contribute greatly
to the good of the parents themselves. God himself said: “It is
not good that man should be alone,” and “from the beginning
[he] made them male and female;” wishing to associate them in
a special way in his own creative work, God blessed man and
woman with the words: “Be fruitful and multiply.” Hence, true
married love and the whole structure of family life which results
from it, without diminishment of the other ends of marriage, are
directed to disposing the spouses to cooperate valiantly with the
love of the Creator and Savior, who through them will increase
and enrich his family from day to day.37
2373 Sacred Scripture and the Church’s traditional practice see in large families
a sign of God’s blessing and the parents’ generosity38
2378 A child is not something owed to one, but is a gift. The “supreme gift of
marriage” is a human person. A child may not be considered a piece of
property, an idea to which an alleged “right to a child” would lead. In this
area, only the child possesses genuine rights: the right “to be the fruit of the
specific act of the conjugal love of his parents,” and “the right to be
respected as a person from the moment of his conception.”39
The following article fits into the second category because it reflects a broader recognition of
the fruitfulness of conjugal love.
1653 The fruitfulness of conjugal love extends to the fruits of the moral, spiritual,
and supernatural life that parents hand on to their children by education.
Parents are the principal and first educators of their children.40 In this sense
the fundamental task of marriage and family is to be at the service of life.41
Finally, examples of those articles that pertain specifically to sterility include:
1654 Spouses to whom God has not granted children can nevertheless have a
conjugal life full of meaning, in both human and Christian terms. Their
marriage can radiate a fruitfulness of charity, of hospitality, and of sacrifice.

GS, sec. 48.
GS, sec. 50.
38 Cf. GS, sec. 50.2.
39 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Donum vitae, sec. II.B.8.
40 Cf. Paul VI, Gravissimum educationis, Vatican website, October 28,
1965, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decl_19651028_gravissimum-educationis_en.html, sec. 3.
41 Cf. FC, sec. 28.
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2374 Couples who discover that they are sterile suffer greatly. “What will you
give me,” asks Abraham of God, “for I continue childless?”42 And Rachel
cries to her husband Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die!”43
2379 The Gospel shows that physical sterility is not an absolute evil. Spouses who
still suffer from infertility after exhausting legitimate medical procedures
should unite themselves with the Lord's cross, the source of all spiritual
fecundity. They can give expression to their generosity by adopting
abandoned children or performing demanding services for others.
Those of greatest significance to the present study include Articles 1653, 1654 and 2379 which
recognise a broad understanding of the fruitfulness that is intrinsic to all marriages including
those that are sterile. Article 2379 also identifies the aforementioned spiritual fruitfulness of the
cross and points toward the capacity of sterile couples to share in this spiritual fruitfulness.
These supernatural realities are at the heart of the discourse that follows.
Twenty years after the issuing of Donum vitae, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith prepared Instruction Dignitas personae on Certain Bioethical Questions with the aim of
updating the teachings of Donum vitae in light of new biomedical technologies. 44 After
outlining the anthropological, theological and ethical aspects of human life and procreation, the
second part of the instruction discussed “New Problems Concerning Procreation.”45 Although
the document is self-evidently relevant to sterile married couples, it does not further the
constructive dialogue of Familiaris consortio or the link between the broader spiritual
fruitfulness of marriage and the fruitfulness of the cross that was implicit in Donum vitae and
Article 2379 of the Catechism. Rather, like Donum vitae, Dignitas personae is concerned
fundamentally with highlighting and delineating the illicit nature of various reproductive
technologies with a particular focus on those developed since the writing of Donum vitae.
It is also worth mentioning the short address Right and Wrong Approaches to Problems
of Infertility that was given several years prior to Dignitas personae.46 In this address, Pope
John Paul II highlighted the serious implications of artificial procreation and urged scientists to
pursue a “natural way” of overcoming the infertility of spouses.47 Whilst this address offered

Gen 15:2.
Gen 30:1.
44 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Instruction dignitas personae, Vatican website. June 20, 2008.
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/Cf.aith/documents/rc_con_Cf.aith_doc_20081208_dignitaspersonae_en.html, sec. 1.
45 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Instruction dignitas personae.
46 John Paul II, “Right and Wrong Approaches to Problems of Infertility,” The Pope Speaks 49, no. 4
(July/August 2004): 258-259.
47 John Paul II, “Right and Wrong Approaches to Problems of Infertility,” 259.
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no new or substantial contribution to the discussion of sterility, its existence nevertheless
highlights the importance of this issue.

2.3 AMORIS LAETITIA: 2009 TO PRESENT
In the years that followed Dignitas personae, the Magisterium became virtually silent in its
writings on sterility. More recently however, Pope Francis has demonstrated a greater
sensitivity to the broad challenges encountered by married couples including those
experiencing sterility. Undoubtedly, the clearest evidence of this is the 2014 and 2015 Synods
on the Family48 and the subsequent Apostolic Exhortation, Amoris laetitia, released in 2016.49
In Amoris laetitia, Pope Francis summarises and affirms the Church’s teaching on the
family but makes no attempt to contribute anything specifically new to the relationship between
marriage and procreation. He does acknowledge however, the tendency of the Magisterium to
overstate the importance of procreation often at the expense of other aspects of marriage such
as the call to grow in love.50 He also affords greater attention to the issue of sterility. He writes:
Some couples are unable to have children. We know that this can be a cause of real
suffering for them… I encourage those who cannot have children to expand their
marital love to embrace those who lack a proper family situation… “The choice of
adoption and foster care expresses a particular kind of fruitfulness in the marriage
experience…”51 We also do well to remember that procreation and adoption are not
the only ways of experiencing the fruitfulness of love… Their (married couples’)
fruitfulness expands and in countless ways makes God’s love present in society.52
In this way, Pope Francis not only affirms the broader understanding of fruitfulness that was
identified in previous documents, but also contributes to a deepened sense of its meaning as an
expansion of the love of spouses that makes the love of God present to and for others.
Significantly, Amoris laetitia also seems less guarded in its discourse on sterility than previous
documents. Pope Francis is explicit in recognising that the fruitfulness of conjugal love need
not be connected to children – biological or adopted – yet seems unconcerned that this could
48 The final reports of these synods can be found on the Vatican’s website: Third Extraordinary General
Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, Relatio synodi, Vatican website, October 18, 2014; Fourteenth Ordinary
General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops. Relatio finalis. Vatican website. October 24, 2015.
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_20151026_relazione-finale-xivassemblea_en.html.
49 Francis, Amoris laetitia (hereafter AL), apostolic exhortation, Vatican website, March 19, 2016,
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazioneap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf.
50 AL, sec. 36.
51 Fourteenth Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops. Relatio Finalis. sec. 65.
52 AL, sec. 178-184.
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be interpreted as condoning optional childlessness. Just over a century since the PioBenedictine code, the Magisterium seems to have come quite a way in its approach to sterility.

2.4 SIGNIFICANCE FOR THE PRESENT STUDY
The circumstances of the past one hundred years brought marital fruitfulness and sterility to the
attention of the Church in unprecedented ways. Yet this critical appraisal shows that only
isolated fragments of the Magisterial writings have contributed to a constructive dialogue about
marital fruitfulness for sterile couples. Confronted by the strong procreative message of the
Church and the lure of illicit reproductive technologies, it is clear that a more substantial
response, both theological and pastoral, is needed for those who seek to live a fruitful married
life in the absence of biological children. It is hoped that the preliminary theology of marital
fruitfulness developed in the following chapters is able to go some way toward shaping such a
response.
It is also evident from this appraisal that a number of ideas must come together in this
theology. The connection between fruitfulness and love appears as a recurring theme in the
documents: fruitfulness is intrinsic to conjugal love; marital fruitfulness expands and makes
God’s love present; selfless love bears witness to and perfects marital fruitfulness. So too there
is the repeated acknowledgement of the many different ways in which marital fruitfulness is
expressed, including, but not limited to the begetting and educating of offspring. First and
foremost however, the fruitfulness of the cross emerges as the most critical and central element
to a theology of fruitfulness for sterile couples. Therefore we must ask: What is the fruitfulness
of the cross? What is the origin of this fruitfulness? What does Scripture tell us about the
meaning of human fruitfulness in God’s original plan, and how does the cross enact this anew?
How does the experience of sterility relate to the cross in a particular way, and what does this
mean in terms of marital fruitfulness? The direction in which we will proceed is therefore
fundamentally Christocentric.
As observed in the introduction to this thesis, both the notion of fruitfulness and the event
of the cross are essential to the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar. It is therefore to the writings
of this theologian from Basel that we will now turn to examine the notion of fruitfulness.
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3 CHAPTER THREE: ORIGINAL FRUITFULNESS
In Genesis 1:28 we read that God speaks directly to man and woman for the first time,
instructing them to “be fruitful and multiply.”1 It is clear that the fruitful union of man and
woman was part of God’s plan for humanity from the very beginning. What does Scripture tell
us about that plan? What does it tell us about the source of the fruitfulness of man and woman?
Were they to be fruitful only in the generation of human offspring or were they to be fruitful in
other ways? What has been the effect of sin on this fruitfulness? In seeking to understand marital
fruitfulness in the present day we must first seek to understand God’s original plan for human
fruitfulness as it is revealed in Scripture.
We read in Genesis that mankind was created in the “image of God” and so this chapter
begins with a substantial exploration of the fruitfulness of the Trinity.2 We will first examine
the insights of Richard of Saint Victor and Saint Bonaventure who were significant in shaping
Balthasar’s Trinitarian theology, before turning to Balthasar’s own notion of Trinitarian
fruitfulness.3 We recall from our introduction that it is in the Theo-Logic that Balthasar seeks
to show “how the miracle of cosmic fertility is the stamp and image of the original mystery of
Being as such, of its trinitarian constitution,”4 and so the Theo-Logic will be the primary source
of Balthasar’s ideas in this section. For our discussions of the Holy Spirit, we will also draw
particularly on the third volume of his Explorations in Theology: Creator Spirit. It should be
noted that it is not the intention here to interrogate or develop Balthasar’s understanding of
Trinitarian fruitfulness, but simply to plant the roots of our own theology deep in the mystery
of the fruitfulness of God as articulated by Balthasar.
The second part of the chapter draws on the Genesian accounts of creation in order to
consider God’s original plan for the fruitfulness of man and woman made in the “image of
God.”5 Once again we will examine the insights of Balthasar but this time as they emerge
principally from The Christian State of Life. It is in this section that the aforementioned
distinction between fruitfulness ad intra and fruitfulness ad extra will be applied to consider
human fruitfulness for the first time. It is also in this section that we will begin to anticipate the
preliminary theology of marital fruitfulness for sterile couples that will be constructed later in

Gen 1:28.
Gen 1:27.
3 O'Donnell, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 143.
4 Epilogue, 109-110.
5 Gen 1:27.
1
2
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this dissertation. In some instances this will involve affirming and appropriating the insights of
Balthasar, and at other times introducing aspects of our own thought.
The chapter concludes by considering the effect of original sin on the fruitfulness of man
and woman. In particular, it highlights the specific implications of this for the fruitfulness of
sterile couples under the Mosaic Covenant and, in doing so, anticipates the significance of the
fruitfulness of the cross for those who are sterile.

3.1 THE FRUITFUL TRINITY
Nearing the end of his life, and heavily influenced by the Victorine tradition, Richard of Saint
Victor composed a complex and elaborate dogmatic analysis of the Trinity: De Trinitate.6 Of
particular interest in the context of this thesis is the second part of Richard’s treatise where he
uses the concept of God’s supreme caritas to argue for a plurality of persons in the Trinity. It
is here that Richard provides the beginnings of what Bonaventure, and then later Balthasar, will
develop into a theology of Trinitarian fruitfulness.
Richard reasons that if the one, unique God is supreme goodness, then He must
necessarily possess supreme charity-love or caritas.7 He argues that this can only be possible
if God exists as a plurality of beings, since to possess charity-love requires that love be directed
toward another. He postulates:
None is said to possess charity-love in the truest sense of the word if he loves
himself exclusively. It is, thus, necessary that love be aimed at someone else in
order to be charity-love. If a multiplicity of persons is absent, there can be no place
for charity-love.8
He reasons further that if charity-love is to be rightly ordered then it requires that supreme love
be directed toward another of equal dignity and thus concludes that there must be a plurality of
divine persons in the one God. 9 Richard goes on to present two analogous arguments but

For a brief introduction to Richard of Saint Victor and De Trinitate, see: Richard of St Victor, On the Trinity
(hereafter OT), translated by Ruben Angelici (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co, 2012), 3-7.
7 In Books 1 and 2 of De Trinitate Richard has already demonstrated the existence of the one, unique God and
his necessary attributes including that of supreme goodness. See: Ruben Angelici, Introduction and Commentary
to OT, 42.
8 OT, Book 3, II (116).
9 OT, Book 3, II (116-117).
6
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starting instead with the divine attributes of supreme happiness10 and the fullness of glory,11
and thus confirming the existence of a plurality of persons with this “three-fold testimony.”12
But are two persons sufficient for perfect charity-love? Richard says no. He argues instead
that “the witness of perfect charity-love consists in desiring to share [with someone else] that
love of which one is the object.”13 In other words, those who possess perfect charity-love long
for another to also delight in the joy of their experience of being loved. Richard therefore
concludes that two reciprocally loving and absolutely perfect beings must seek with the same
desire to include a third in their love. 14 He named this shared expression of charity-love
condilectio15 or co-love, suggesting:
… we rightly speak of co-love when a third [person] is loved by the two, in
harmony and with a communitarian spirit. [We rightly speak of co-love] when the
two [persons’] affects are fused so to become only one, because of the third flame
of love.16
In the context of the Trinity, this means that the mutual love between the Father and the Son
can only be perfect charity-love, if in unanimity of spirit, they direct this love toward a third
person, namely the Holy Spirit.
Bonaventure uses the Dionysian model to explain the Trinitarian processions but overlays
this with the insights from Richard’s explanation from charity-love. 17 Significantly for this
thesis, Bonaventure places particular emphasis on the fruitfulness of the intra-Trinitarian
emanations. He reasons that since God is supreme goodness and goodness is necessarily selfdiffusive, there must be an emanation in God that proceeds from the perfect fruitfulness of His
divine nature.18 He concludes that since the Father is without origin, He must be the dynamic
source of this first necessary emanation which generates the Son as His Image. 19 He goes
further in teaching that as the Image of the Father, the Son not only shares in the Father’s divine

OT, Book 3, III (117-118).
OT, Book 3, IV (118-119).
12 OT, Book 3, V (119-120). Cf. Ruben Angelici’s introduction to Richard of Saint Victor for a summary of
Richard’s arguments: Ruben Angelici, Introduction and Commentary to OT, 1-61.
13 OT, Book 3, XI (125).
14 OT, Book 3, XI (126).
15 Ruben Angelici, Introduction and Commentary to OT, 45.
16 OT, Book 3, XIX (132-133).
17 In the Dionysian model, goodness is the fundamental attribute of God and explains the self-diffusive nature of
God. See: Zachary Hayes, “Bonaventure's Trinitarian Theology” (hereafter BTT), in A Companion to
Bonaventure, ed. Jay M. Hammond, J. A. Wayne Hellmann, and Jared Goff (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 205-206.
18 BTT, 206-207.
19 BTT, 206-207.
10
11
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nature but also in His “character as source of others.”20 That is, the Son also shares in the
fruitfulness of the Father.
Like Richard, Bonaventure sees the Father and Son in a relationship of perfect mutual
love: the Father empties Himself in perfect love in the generation of the Son who receives and
returns this love in full to the Father.21 Also like Richard, he reasons that, for perfect charitylove to exist among the divine persons, there must be a third who proceeds in perfect liberality
from the mutual and gratuitous love of the Father and Son.22 And so it is in this context that
Bonaventure posits the emanation of the Holy Spirit – not from a fruitful nature but from a
fruitful will.23 He indicates that such is the intimacy of the Father and the Son, that although
they are two persons, “They are one [unum] in the fecundity of Will,” so that the Holy Spirit
proceeds from them as from a single principle.24 Bonaventure uses an analogy with the created
love by which a bride and bridegroom love themselves to explain this procession:
For they [the bridegroom and bride] love themselves with a social love to live
together [ad convivendum]; they love themselves furthermore with a conjugal love
to procreate offspring, and that (offspring), if it were produced from the will alone
of concord, would be love [amor]; but now (the offspring) is one loved. 25
Bonaventure argues that the Holy Spirit is rightly understood as one who emanates from the
fruitful concord of the Father and the Son, as well as one who proceeds as love (amor) itself.26
In Bonaventure’s analysis we therefore come to understand the fruitful dynamic of the
intra-Trinitarian processions. By way of nature, the Father is supreme goodness. This supreme
goodness is necessarily self-diffusive and therefore fruitful in the generation of the Son. As
Image of the Father, the Son also possesses the fullness of the Father’s fruitfulness, so that
together with the Father he is co-principle of the Holy Spirit. It is therefore from Bonaventure
that we come to see that the fruitfulness ad intra of the Trinity is of the very essence of God
Himself. We will briefly return to both Richard and Bonaventure later in this thesis, but for the
moment let us turn to Balthasar who deepens the theology of Richard and Bonaventure’s intraTrinitarian processions in terms of love.27
BTT, 223, 231.
Paula J. Miller, Marriage: The Sacrament of Divine-human Communion, Volume One: A Commentary on St
Bonaventure's Breviloquium (Quincy, IL: Franciscan Press, 1996), 201.
22 Bonaventure, Commentaries on the First Book of Sentences of Master Peter Lombard, Archbishop of Paris.
Tome I, trans. Alexis Bugnolo (Massachusetts: Franciscan Archive, 2014), d.2, a.1, q.4; d.10, a.1, q.1. (56, 195);
BTT, 229.
23 Bonaventure, Commentaries, d.11, a.1, q.2. (215); BTT, 207.
24 Bonaventure, Commentaries, d.11, a.1, q.2. (215); BTT, 231.
25 Bonaventure, Commentaries, d.10, a.2, q.1. (201); BTT, 229; Miller, Marriage, 201-202.
26 Bonaventure, Commentaries, d.10, a.2, q.1. (201); BTT, 229; Miller, Marriage, 201-202.
27 TG, 135-137; O'Donnell, Hans Urs von Balthasar, 135-136.
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Like all of Balthasar’s theology, the person of Jesus Christ is central to his analysis of the
Trinity.28 He insists that what can be known of the mystery of God has been disclosed in and
through all that Christ has said and done as the Incarnate Logos: Jesus expresses the Father in
his “being, working, speaking and suffering.” 29 In the “very presence” of Jesus, Balthasar
recognises the proof of the Father’s gratuitous love not only for the world but also more
fundamentally for the eternal Son who is the primary object of His love.30 But, since the Father
is without origin, he reasons that in order for Him to bestow this love, He must first be this love
in His innermost principle – “a bottomless spring that is, in that it gives.”31 And it is from this
eternal and inexhaustible fruitfulness of the Father that the Son proceeds as an outpouring of
unfathomable gratuity as one begotten in love and co-eternal with Him.32
Herein lies an essential aspect of Balthasar’s understanding of Trinitarian fruitfulness,
namely, that the fruitfulness of God resides fully in the Father. He suggests that it is a mistake
to think that there exists a “fruitfulness of the divine essence” that somehow “releases the
Trinitarian process from itself.”33 Drawing on Bonaventure, he argues that if this were the case,
then the paternity of the Father would cease to be, and all that would remain is a mere “empty
word.”34 He clarifies that the Son proceeds from the Father and not from the Trinity, explaining
that “Christ owes himself only to the Father, who is God, never to the Godhead that is
supposedly fruitful in the Father.”35 The fruitfulness of the Son – both in the intra-Trinitarian
processions, and on the cross (which we will come to later) – must therefore be understood in
relation to the Father as the absolute and unlimited source.

TG, 138; For further reading on Balthasar’s theology of the Trinity, the reader is directed to: McInerny, “God
is Love: Hans Urs von Balthasar's Theology of the Immanent Trinity,” in Trinitarian Theology, 15-44; Angelo
Scola, “Chapter Six: At the Heart of Christian Revelation I. The Life of the Triune God,” in Hans Urs Von
Balthasar: A Theological Style (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1995), 53-64; Howsare,
“Chapter Six: The Trinity and the Cross,” in Balthasar: A Guide, 121-144; Rowan Williams, “Chapter 4:
Balthasar and the Trinity,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hans Urs Von Balthasar, ed. Edward T. Oakes and
David Moss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 37-50; Karen Kilby, “Hans Urs von Balthasar on
the Trinity,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Trinity, ed. Peter C. Phan (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2011), 208-222.
29 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology, Volume 3: Creator Spirit (hereafter CS), trans. Brian
McNeil CRV (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 106; Cf. TG, 138-143.
30 TG, 140.
31 CS, 105.
32 TG, 140.
33 TG, 131.
34 TG, 131.
35 TG, 131.
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In the love of Jesus for the Father and in his readiness “to be, to become, to do – and to
suffer – all that the loving Father wills,”36 Balthasar recognises what is always and already the
character of the eternal Son, namely “absolute and unlimited love for the Father.”37 He writes:
But when the Son is begotten, he can interpret himself only as the intended,
beloved and glorified ‘Thou’ in reference back to his origin, he can do nothing
other than ‘turn back’ to the Father by understanding and presenting himself as
the pure glorification of the loving Father.38
Balthasar explains that the Son welcomes and returns the Father’s love in infinite gratitude,
giving back all that He has first received from Him for all eternity.39 The Father and the Son
exist in a relationship of reciprocal, loving kenosis – both simultaneously offering themselves
completely to the other and also delighting in the reception of love from the other. Balthasar
insists that the trusting welcome and unconditional acceptance of love that constitutes the
“passive-active answering reception” of both the Father and the Son is just as much a form of
“loving self-surrender” as the “purely active donation” of each: the Father in His self-giving
generation of the Son, and the Son in his self-return to the Father as (Eucharistic)
thanksgiving.40
In the tradition of Richard and Bonaventure, Balthasar posits that the essence of love
which unites the Father and the Son in mutual beholding, is of such superabundance that “it
always wills to, indeed, must, give more… in defiance of every restrictive reservation and
precisely thereby brings about the miracle of its fruitfulness.”41 For Balthasar, the Holy Spirit
issues forth from the Father and the Son as the “excess” of love.42 He writes:
This reciprocity of love (relationis oppositio [relational opposition]) is so
inconceivable that its fruitfulness gives rise to the Holy Spirit, for whose
hypostasis we can find no adequate term except, once again, ‘love’: he is at once
the objectivized fruit and the most intimate flame, the supreme objectivity and

TG, 140.
CS, 105.
38 CS, 106.
39 TG, 140; CS, 105; For Balthasar, this infinite return of love is possible because of the personal distinction of
the Father and the Son. The Son is not only the expression of the Father (by virtue of their common divine
essence), but is also as equally free and eternal as the Father. As McInerny explains, Balthasar speaks of the Son
giving “antecedent consent” to be eternally begotten of the Father, and is therefore “‘infinitely Other of the
Father’ in their personal distinction.” (McInerny, Trinitarian Theology, 26) For a comprehensive study of
Balthasar’s Trinitarian theology the reader is directed to McInerny, “God is Love,” 15-44.
40 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology, Volume 5: Man is Created (hereafter MC), trans. Adrian
Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2014), 113.
41 TG, 163.
42 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Logic, Volume 3: The Spirit of Truth (hereafter ST), trans. Graham Harrison
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 159 - 160.
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the highest subjectivity, of the triune love, which is identical with the divine
essence.43
Balthasar insists that it is necessary to approach the Holy Spirit from these two sides: first, as
the reciprocal, subjective love between the Father and the Son – akin to Richard’s condilectio
or Bonaventure’s concord – and second, as the objective fruit that eternally proceeds from this
love and bears witness to it.44 Like Bonaventure, Balthasar also uses the human analogy to help
demonstrate the relationship between these two aspects.45 He suggests that if we imagine for a
moment that the child is already immediately present in the conjugal act between spouses – that
is, if the nine months of pregnancy is excluded – then it becomes possible to conceive of the
subjective expression of their mutual love and its objective fruit in the child as simultaneously
one and the same.46 Likewise, he insists that the Holy Spirit is not only the mutual expression
and eternal exchange of gratuitous love between the Father and the Son, He is at the same time
the supreme and objective fruit: “the love of the Father and Son objectified as person.” 47
However, unlike the child who is begotten by his or her parents, Balthasar argues that the Holy
Spirit “wells forth” from the “common ‘breath’ (pneuma)” of the mutual indwelling of the
Father and Son as the “miracle of eternal fruitfulness.”48
Our analysis thus far has said a good deal about the fruitful Trinity ad intra which we will
return to in our discussion of marital fruitfulness later in this thesis. But before concluding this
section, it is necessary to briefly consider the fruitfulness of the Trinity ad extra. Balthasar
writes in the tradition of the Greek Fathers when he describes the Holy Spirit “proceeding from
the Father through the Son and pouring forth into infinity.”49 Like the Fathers, he sees that it is
the Holy Spirit who is given to communicate God’s fruitfulness ad extra.50 For Balthasar this
is possible because the Holy Spirit is the gift, the donum, both within the Trinity and by virtue
of his role in salvation history.51 He outlines:
… within the Trinity he [the Spirit] is essentially the Gift, namely, love, identical
in each Person and yet, within this identity, realizes himself in ways that are
always new, incomparable, and personal. In this way the ‘highest point’ of the

TG, 140.
TG, 140; ST, 160. These two “poles” – the subjective and objective approaches to understanding the Holy
Spirit have their origins in the Latin and Greek traditions respectively.
45 ST, 160. Cf. TG, 59-62, 163; CS, 106-107.
46 ST, 160.
47 CS, 107; Cf. ST, 160; Antonio López, Gift and the Unity of Being (Eugene, ORE: Cascade Books, 2014), 237.
48 CS, 106-107.
49 CS, 107.
50 CS, 107, 126. Cf. López, Gift and the Unity of Being, 237.
51 ST, 161.
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divine being is identical with its ‘innermost center;’ if the Spirit is given to the
creature as a gift, it is a gift that contains the whole being of the Godhead.52
When the Spirit communicates God’s fruitfulness, Balthasar sees that the absolute totality of
God’s being as love is poured forth;53 a “single love that corresponds to His being as three
persons… the love of the Father through his Son in his Holy Spirit.”54 He writes:
Thus the Spirit appears (first) essentially as the common fruit of the Father and
the Son, which (secondly) can become autonomous in relation to them (the result
is ‘sent’), and, further (thirdly), as the gift of God to the world, once again permits
the whole sovereign freedom of God to be known in the manner in which it holds
sway in creation, in the covenant, and in the Church.55
For Balthasar, God’s works ad extra, which are always carried out by the whole triune God56
and “established principally in the Son,”57 are nevertheless brought about by the self-giving of
the Spirit.58 He explains this relationship as follows:
We will therefore follow the Apostles’ Creed in listing the expositing [Auslegung]
of the works of the Son – the Church, justification and sanctification in the
sacraments, the communion of the saints, the resurrection of the dead, and the life
everlasting – as works of the Spirit. To be sure, we must never forget that the
indivisible triune God performs all his saving deeds in unity, even as each
hypostasis operates according to its proper being.59
For Balthasar, it is the operation of the Holy Spirit to communicate the fruitful love ad extra of
the whole triune God in the created world.
Much more could be said about Balthasar’s understanding of Trinitarian fruitfulness.
Indeed, an analysis of his thoughts on this subject alone could more than fill the pages of this
thesis. The intent here has not been to attempt an exhaustive presentation, but rather to provide
a sketch of his insights as the necessary foundation for understanding fruitfulness in the created
order. And so we turn our attention to God’s original plan for the fruitfulness of the union of
man and woman as revealed in Scripture.

ST, 161; Cf. CS, 125-126.
CS, 107.
54 CS, 118.
55 ST, 125.
56 CS, 108, 111, 118, 126.
57 CS, 108; Cf. Col 1:16-17; Jn 1:3.
58 CS, 126; For specific examples of this relationship considered further further: Cf. CS, 118, 119, 122-124.
59 TG, 140.
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3.2 FRUITFULNESS IN GOD’S ORIGINAL PLAN
In Matthew 19 and Mark 10, we read an account of Jesus dialoguing with the Pharisees about
divorce. Twice during the discussion he appeals to “the beginning” in order to bring to mind
the Creator’s original “plan” for marriage as revealed in the Genesis narratives. 60 In his
Theology of the Body, Pope John Paul II similarly directs his listeners to the “beginning” 61 and
suggests that this “‘beginning’ must speak to us with the great wealth of light that comes from
revelation, to which, above all, theology desires to respond.”62 He suggests:
It is impossible to understand the state of ‘historical’ sinfulness without referring
or appealing to the state of original (in some sense ‘prehistoric’) and fundamental
innocence (and in fact Christ appeals to it). The emergence of sinfulness as a state,
as a dimension of human existence, has thus from the beginning been linked with
man’s real innocence as an original and fundamental state, as a dimension of being
created ‘in the image of God.’63
Since it is our hope to understand marital fruitfulness in the present day context then we must
seek to do as Pope John Paul II suggests and plunge the roots of our theology into humanity’s
theological prehistory.64 We will therefore look to the creation accounts of Genesis in the hope
of discovering the original fruitfulness of man and woman in this state of innocence.
We will primarily take up the writings of Balthasar’s The Christian State of Life for this
exploration since it is in this monograph that he provides his most sustained and comprehensive
discussion of Christian marriage in light of the creation accounts. We will also briefly, but
critically, draw on the insights of Pope John Paul II in order to further our dialogue with
Balthasar. In this section, we will also begin to anticipate a preliminary theology of marital
fruitfulness for sterile couples.

3.2.1 Mankind as the Fruitful Image and Likeness of God
What can the creation accounts of Genesis tell us about God’s original plan for the fruitfulness
of man and woman? In Genesis 1:26 we read that God speaks to man and woman in the garden

Mt 19:4,8; Mk 10:6.
John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body (hereafter TOB), trans. Michael
Waldstein (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 2006).
62 TOB, 145-146.
63 TOB, 143.
64 TOB, 143.
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and instructs them to be “fruitful and multiply.”65 Yet it is only after they are driven out of the
garden that we first read about their capacity for human procreation.66 On the one hand, Genesis
reveals that fruitfulness has always been part of God’s plan for humanity. On the other hand
however, the narratives do not explicitly describe the fruitfulness of man and woman “in the
beginning.” Balthasar suggests that “we can no more picture to ourselves the nature of this
fecundity of paradise than we can picture to ourselves most of the other conditions of man’s
original state.”67 Despite this, he nevertheless proceeds to probe this area as the Fathers had
done before him and as Pope John Paul II recognises as a legitimate direction for exploring the
theology of marriage.68
Balthasar’s notion of original fruitfulness is underpinned by his understanding of
humanity’s creation as Imago Dei. 69 We recall that Balthasar had a particular interest in
explaining the Trinity as a fruitful communion of persons and so it is through this lens that he
also approaches the fruitfulness of man and woman in humanity’s original state. He reasons
that:
God’s being in the Trinity is an infinite fecundity that reveals itself externally in
creation; whatever is made in his image must, of its very nature, have a share in
his fecundity… Since mankind was made male and female and since the first word
God spoke to them was ‘Be fruitful and multiply,’ it cannot be doubted that human
beings were created for fecundity.70

Gen 1:26.
Gen 3:24; Gen 4:1-2.
67 CSL, 94; Note that when Balthasar refers to the story of Genesis he frequently speaks of humanity’s condition
in “paradise” as though the narrative refers to an historical era that was prior to sin where man and woman lived
in a state of perfection. It is not the intention of this thesis to suggest that this was or was not the case, but rather
to read Genesis through the same lens as John Paul II when he affirms: “When Christ, according to Matthew 19,
appeals to the ‘beginning,’ he does not point only to the state of original innocence as a lost horizon of human
existence in history. To the words that he speaks with his own lips, we have the right to attribute at the same
time the whole eloquence of the mystery of redemption.” (TOB, 142-143) Nevertheless, since Balthasar frames
his discussion in this way and since it is the intention of this chapter to engage in dialogue with Balthasar’s
ideas, our own discussion will occasionally be presented in a similar manner.
68 The question of how Adam and Eve would have procreated in paradise received much attention in the writings
of the Fathers, many of who expended much energy attempting to describe the mechanism for procreation in
humanity’s original state. Balthasar makes no such attempt (thankfully), but simply accepts this as a mystery and
moves on. For a summary of various presentations of these arguments see: CSL, 95-103.
69 For further reading on various aspects of Balthasar’s theological anthropology, the reader is directed to:
Dominic Robinson, Understanding the ‘Imago Dei’: The Thought of Barth, von Balthasar and
Moltmann (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 83-129; Scola, “Chapter Eight: Dramatic Anthropology,”
in Balthasar: A Theological Style, 53-64; Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 32-33, 45-50; Aidan Nichols, “Chapter 6:
Dramatic Anthropology,” in No Bloodless Myth: A Guide Through Balthasar's Dramatics (Edinburgh: T&T
Clark Ltd, 2000), 81-92; Anton Strukelj, “Man and woman under God: The dignity of the human being
according to Hans Urs von Balthasar,” Communio: International Catholic Review 20, no. 2 (Summer 1993):
437-450; Michele M. Schumacher, A Trinitarian Anthropology: Adrienne Von Speyr & Hans Urs Von Balthasar
in Dialogue with Thomas Aquinas (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 2014).
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But what does it mean for man and woman in this original state to be fruitful? We will respond
to this by considering more substantially what it means for man and woman to have been
created in the image of God.

3.2.2 Fruitfulness Ad Intra in Humanity’s Original State
Humanity’s creation in the image of God is identified in the first account of creation.71 It is on
the basis of the second account however, that Balthasar explains the unique connection between
humanity as this image and humanity’s original fruitfulness ad intra.72 In this account we read
first, that God forms man “from the dust of the ground” and breathes “the breath of life” into
his nostrils.73 Later in the story we see that God puts man into a “deep sleep” and forms woman
from one of the ribs of man. It is with respect to this second aspect – the unique manner in
which woman is formed from man – that Balthasar sees particular significance for
understanding human fruitfulness. He observes:
God did not simply create mankind male and female as he had created the animals
male and female. He not only created them to be one in the duality of sex; he also
created their duality out of their own oneness. He created Eve out of the side of
Adam, not by a process of natural generation, but in a preternatural manner.74
Balthasar sees that woman is generated from the substance of man in a way that is a “direct
physical image” of the eternal generation of the Son from the Father.75 Moreover, just as the
Son is the self-expression of the Father, so too Balthasar notes that man recognises the woman
as his own substance: bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh.76 For Balthasar, the communion
of man and woman in humanity’s original state is therefore shown to be much more than a
physical oneness achieved through sexual union.77 Rather, it is a oneness that is derived first
and foremost from their creation from the one substance by which they reflect the divine
oneness and fruitfulness within the Trinity.78 From Balthasar we therefore gain the profound
insight that in the generation of woman from man, humanity’s fruitfulness ad intra reflects the
fruitfulness ad intra of the Trinity. But does the unique manner of man and woman’s creation
Gen 1:27.
Gen 1:26-28.
73 Gen 2:7.
74 CSL, 226-227; Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Man in History: A Theological Study, trans. William Glen-Doepel
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1968), 308.
75 CSL, 227.
76 CSL, 227.
77 CSL, 228.
78 CSL, 228.
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in this account reveal anything further about the fruitfulness ad intra of humanity in this original
state? Let us take a moment to consider the narrative again ourselves, but this time from a
slightly different perspective.
As noted, Genesis 2 narrates that man is created from the dust of the ground and it is by
receiving God’s “breath of life” into his nostrils that he becomes a “living being.” 79 By
describing the creation of man in this intimate way, the story emphasises the unique gift that
God bestows upon him: all of the animals receive life, but man alone receives the direct
outpouring of the breath of God Himself; only man receives the personal communication of the
love of God.80 As we move through the story, we discover that although man has received
God’s love, he nevertheless finds himself alone among the creatures and yet to know the
fullness of what has been bestowed upon him.81 The reason for this appears in light of our
earlier discussion of Trinitarian fruitfulness: charity-love requires that the lover beholds another
of equal dignity with whom he or she is able to delight in the mutual sharing of love. Man needs
woman, one who is equal to him but different from him, “to make his own perfection
possible.”82 But why does it describe the formation of woman from man in this way? Why isn’t
woman created in the same way as God created man from the dust of the ground?
Balthasar’s insights in this regard have already been acknowledged, but another aspect of
significance also emerges from this unusual part of the story. More specifically, it reveals God’s
desire to awaken man’s heart to his own capacity for fruitfulness in the giving and receiving of
love. An analogy might be helpful to shed light on this. Imagine for a moment that a father is
walking down the street with his young daughter and the pair encounters a beggar on the
footpath. In his kindness, the father wants to give to the beggar and he removes a sum of money
from his wallet. The father takes a few steps towards the beggar to give the money but then
stops short and instead decides to give it to his daughter. He then instructs the daughter to give
his money to the beggar. Why did the father instruct the daughter to give the money, rather than
give it himself? In both cases the result would have been the same for the beggar. Reflecting
on this scenario, we come to realise that the father’s choice is for the benefit of his daughter
and not only for the benefit of the beggar. If the father had chosen to give the money himself
then the daughter would have witnessed and perhaps even admired the generosity of the father.
But instead, by instructing the daughter to give the money, the father allows her to share in the
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82 Balthasar, Man in History, 306.
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experience of giving. The latter is an ennobling experience that enables the daughter to discover
her own capacity to give in cooperation with her father.
In a similar way, Genesis shows how the creation of woman from the rib of man is also
an ennobling experience for man. By including man in this act, God allows him to discover his
own capacity to be fruitful in cooperation with God by giving of himself in love. The story
narrates that when man wakes from his deep sleep he recognises his part in the formation of
woman: “this one shall be called Woman for out of Man this one was taken.” 83 By
understanding his essential and self-giving participation in this generative act, man is awakened
to the fruitfulness of the love that God has bestowed upon him. As Balthasar observes, the
“wound of love” that God inflicts upon man in the removal of his rib initiates him into the
mystery of Trinitarian love, by allowing him to participate in the mystery of the Father’s selfgiving.84 It is also significant to note that by the creation of woman from the same substance as
man, she too comes to exist in the same intimate relationship with God as man. She too receives
from man the same fruitful love that he was given by God.
As the account continues, we see that it is in relationship with each other that man and
woman discover the fruitfulness of their union ad intra. We read first that man clings to woman
and they become one flesh. 85 That is, they are fruitful ad intra first and foremost in the
generation of an objective human union that consists of the duality of sexes – not only in a
physical sense, but also as a complete intertwining of every aspect of their human identity. As
Balthasar affirms:
It would be false to say that Adam and Eve were one only in some abstract ‘human
nature’ and achieved concrete and, therefore, fruitful oneness only through their
sexual union. On the contrary, the source of their abstract oneness as human beings
was the concrete spiritual oneness and fecundity that made them the image of the
concrete divine oneness of nature and fecundity within the Trinity.86
Together, man and woman are a new and different “one” – they complete each other.87 A
momentary look back at Genesis 1 reminds us that it is man and woman together that constitute
the image of the triune God.88 If man is the image of the Father and woman is the image of the

Gen 2:23.
CSL, 228.
85 Gen 2:24.
86 CSL, 228; Cf. “They [the spouses] learn that that are both ‘one flesh’ and that, without knowing it, they were
so even in the beginning because Eve came from Adam; that, in coming together and thereby renouncing the
independence they believed they possessed, they but followed a deep-seated law of self-giving, which, through
the loss of what seemed to be oneness, finds this oneness with and in the other” (CSL, 245-246).
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88 Gen 1:27.
83
84

40

Son, could this other objective “one” that man and woman form together be the image of the
Holy Spirit – the objective fruit of the Father and Son?
The narrative goes on to tell us that man and woman are naked and yet feel no shame.89
It reveals that in the state of innocence, man and woman are fully vulnerable with each other in
a way that speaks to the trust that is between them. In this we can detect a second aspect of the
fruitfulness ad intra of their union, namely the subjective and interpersonal dimension. By
cooperating with God, man had given himself in love for the creation of woman. The story
therefore reveals to us that in “the beginning,” man’s love for woman was a selfless and giving
love. In turn, by her “becoming” from man, woman not only received herself in perfect trust
and docility, but also unconditionally welcomed the man from whom she was created. Genesis
therefore presents us with a union of man and woman that is characterised by a love that knows
nothing but unqualified self-giving and acceptance of the other. Their vulnerability, trust, joy
and delight are the fruits ad intra of this bond of love. Once again we can see that this aspect
of the fruitfulness ad intra of man and woman reflects the fruitfulness ad intra of the Trinity as
a communion of love.

3.2.3 Fruitfulness Ad Extra in Humanity’s Original State
What does Balthasar have to say about the fruitfulness of the union of man and woman ad extra
in this original state? How would man and woman bear fruit beyond their union? Would they
be fruitful in a procreative sense? Would they be fruitful ad extra in other ways?
Let us first acknowledge one aspect of Balthasar’s thought that emerges clearly: in
humanity’s original state, man and woman were fruitful in a procreative sense, but also
virginal.90 He insists:
In paradise, Eve’s virginity would not have been threatened by her motherhood.
The love of man and wife would have been wholly chaste, finding the impetus for
its fecundity in the spirit and admitting the body to this chaste love only in the role
of a servant.91
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It is not the intention here to enter into a discussion of Eve’s capacity to become a mother whilst
remaining a virgin.92 Rather, there are two important ideas to highlight from Balthasar: first,
that he affirms the fruitfulness ad extra of man and woman in the generation of offspring; and
second, that he highlights that man and woman are fruitful because of their love.93 Leaving
aside questions about the generative process itself, we are nevertheless still left to ask whether
the fruitfulness ad extra of man and woman in this original state consisted of anything more
than the generation of offspring. In the Theo-Drama, we see Balthasar pose explicit questions
that indicate the potential for much more than a natural fruitfulness.94 He wonders:
Man and woman, created by God according to his image, are to be fruitful. But
will they bring forth ‘images of God’? Will they bring forth beings who (according
to the second account) are in such a close relationship to God that he himself will
breathe life into them? Here, once again, human fruitfulness is separated from
exclusively worldly fruitfulness by a deep abyss. Purely worldly beings reproduce
their entire nature in new members of the species. What does man reproduce?95
Balthasar takes us part way in our consideration of humanity’s fruitfulness ad extra in this
original state, but he leaves some significant questions still unanswered. To move toward a
response to these, we will briefly enlist the assistance of Pope John Paul II.
In his reflections on the text of Ephesians 5:22-33, Pope John Paul II suggests that when
the testimony of Genesis is compared with the testimony of Ephesians, it can be concluded that
from the “beginning” man and woman had been endowed with the supernatural grace of
adoption as sons and daughters of God in Christ. He outlines:
Before sin… man carried in his soul the fruit of eternal election in Christ, the
eternal Son of the Father. Through the grace of this election, man, male and
female, was ‘holy and immaculate’ before God… In the dimensions of the mystery
of creation, election to the dignity of adoptive sonship was proper only to the ‘first
Adam,’ that is, to man created in the image and likeness of God as male and
female.96
Pope John Paul II affirms the privileged relationship of humanity with God “in the beginning.”
He asserts that even before the first man and woman were created, they had received the

This would also require a study of Balthasar’s meaning of “virginity” which he understands as much more
complex that simply the foregoing of sexual intercourse. For example, Balthasar holds that virginity and the
capacity to bear offspring could have coexisted (CSL, 98).
93 Balthasar also insists: “…in paradise virginity meant, not the renunciation, but the fulfiling of love, which was
the form of perfect fecundity” (CSL, 94).
94 Balthasar uses the phrase “natural fruitfulness” of man and woman in reference to their capacity to reproduce
offspring (CSL, 228).
95 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama, Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume 2: Dramatis Personae: Man in
God (hereafter MG), trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990), 371.
96 TOB, 504-505.
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primordial gift that included within itself “the fruit of election in Christ.”97 The Catechism
similarly recognises that Adam and Eve had received the “grace of original holiness.” 98
Unblemished by sin, the first man and woman were therefore the “image and likeness” of God
because they had been created in Christ, “the image of the invisible God.”99 In this original
state, they therefore enjoyed a filial relationship to God, sharing in the dignity of Christ’s own
Sonship and delighting in a friendship with God characterised by the intimacy of the love of
the Father and Son. What is the significance of this revelation for our understanding of the
fruitfulness ad extra of man and woman in humanity’s original state?
As we observed in our introduction, the story of Genesis narrates that man and woman
only generated offspring after they were driven out of the garden, that is, after they had lost the
grace of original holiness and justice. But what would the story have said if man and woman
had generated offspring while they were still in the garden and before the first sin of humanity?
The story of woman’s creation from the first man provides a precedent for imagining such a
narrative.100 It suggests first, that a story of this kind would speak of a child generated by man
and woman in cooperation with God (this is also affirmed by woman’s proclamation outside
the garden of God’s assistance with the creation of a child: “I have produced a man with the
help of the Lord”).101 It further suggests that the narrative would describe the child as taken and
formed from his or her parents and, in this way, indicate that the child had received the fullness
of life that God had bestowed upon his or her parents both physically and also spiritually.102 In
this way the narrative would reveal that, in cooperation with God and unaffected by sin, it was
God’s original plan that man and woman could transmit to their offspring the fullness of His
love poured out as the grace of divine adoption.103 The narrative would not speak of a child
who had inherited original sin from his or her parents, but rather one who had inherited the
TOB, 504-505.
CCC, 399.
99 CCC, 1701; Heb 10:1; Cf. 2 Cor 4:4; Col 1:15.
100 We have intentionally not sought to consider this narrative in terms of Christ and the Marian Church (the new
Adam and new Eve) because the fruitfulness of this union will be spoken about in the next chapter as the
fulfilment of the fruitfulness of the man and woman in this original state. Genesis provides no other account of
the generation of a human from another human other than that of woman from man and so this has been taken as
the precedent for our considerations.
101 Gen 4:1.
102 The particular manner in which God would have effected the creation of a child from man and woman is not
of significance here. What matters is that the child would have been formed from man and woman.
103 It can be seen that this interpretation is consistent with the doctrine of original sin which states that: “By
yielding to the tempter, Adam and Eve committed a personal sin, but this sin affected the human nature that they
would then transmit in a fallen state. It is a sin which will be transmitted by propagation to all mankind, that is,
by the transmission of a human nature deprived of original holiness and justice” (CCC, 404). The Fathers of the
Church similarly held that in the presence of sin, parents could continue to give God’s “image” to their children
but could not transmit their “likeness” to God (Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 134).
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original dignity of being called a son or daughter in Christ. That is, it would point towards the
transmission of a human nature that had not been deprived of original holiness and justice and
that would be passed on by propagation to the next generation.104
When we consider this interpretation in light of our discussion of Trinitarian fruitfulness
ad extra, we can see that it is also consistent with the communion of man and woman as the
image of God. If man and woman are to reflect the fruitfulness of God ad extra and not only
ad intra, and if God’s fruitfulness ad extra communicates the fullness of God’s divine love,
then human fruitfulness ad extra must also involve more than simply the generation of physical
offspring in a way that is akin to the animals. Instead, it must also involve some share in the
communication of divine life. Balthasar similarly notes the difference between the fruitfulness
of humanity ad extra and the fruitfulness of the animals:
Their [man and woman’s] communal fecundity is, of course, a natural one, for
God granted the blessing of fecundity even to the animals (Gen 1:22) and did not
withdraw it from mankind after the Fall. Yet, in the case of man, this natural
fecundity is rooted, as it were, in the supernatural source and purpose that his
whole nature was designed to serve and must continue to serve.105
Balthasar does not confirm the interpretation that we have given, but he nevertheless
emphasises that the fruitfulness of humanity ad extra had both a natural and supernatural
purpose.
To finish this section we return to Balthasar’s questions in the Theo-Drama: “Will they
bring forth ‘images of God’? Will they bring forth beings who…are in such a close relationship
to God that he himself will breathe life into them?”106 In response to the first of these questions,
it can therefore be suggested that the answer is “yes.” In answer to the second question however,
the reply must be “yes” and “no.” “Yes,” in that man and woman will bring forth a being in
close relationship with God, in fact, we are suggesting that this being will enjoy the privilege
of being a child of God. “Yes,” also in the sense that the child will receive the “breath” of God
that coincides with the fullness of divine love. But “no,” in the sense that it will not be “God
himself” who breathes this life into the offspring directly. As we have observed, Genesis
suggests that this privilege was reserved for the first man alone. Instead, the offspring will
inherit God’s “breath” from his or her parents, in much the same way as the first woman came
to share in this “breath” by virtue of her creation from the man. What does all this reveal about
104 John Paul II and Cardinal Marc Ouellet similarly affirm that “God’s original plan included, with the gift of
life, the transmission of the free gift of original justice” (Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 134).
105 MG, 228.
106 MG, 371.
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the fruitfulness ad extra of man and woman in this original state? 107 It suggests that in
cooperation with God, the love of man and woman was fruitful ad extra in the begetting of
children in a natural human sense, but more significantly, it was also fruitful ad extra in the
generation of children of God.108

3.3 FRUITFULNESS AND THE FALL
Scripture points toward the tragic consequences of the sin of humanity.109 With respect to the
union of man and woman, Balthasar writes that “the perfection of marriage as it had been
foreseen in the beginning had become impossible because of sin” 110 and as a consequence
“fecundity was a limited concept in the Old Testament.”111 It should be noted that Balthasar
doesn’t assert that the fruitfulness of man and woman was completely lost, but rather that it had
become limited, so it is necessary to consider this further.
On the one hand the Catechism indicates that sin caused the union of man and woman to
become “subject to tensions” with “their relations henceforth marked by lust and
domination.”112 As a result, the vulnerability and unguarded trust that had once characterised
their union did not persist, nor did the perfect oneness that man and woman formed together.
On the other hand, Balthasar argues that, even after the Fall, marriage continued to be more
than just a “natural community.”113 That is, the fruitfulness ad intra of man and woman was
impaired by sin, but nevertheless continued in an imperfect way. A similar result is seen with
regard to the fruitfulness ad extra of the relationship between man and woman. On the one
hand, Balthasar indicates (and natural history confirms) that the blessing of natural fruitfulness
that was ordered toward the propagation of the human species continued after the Fall.114 On
the other hand, the personal sin of man and woman affected the human nature that they
transmitted to their offspring.115 As a consequence of this, the children of man and woman did

107 As has already been acknowledged (but it is worth emphasising again), it is impossible to comprehend the
pre-lapsarian state. Nevertheless, there is a strong precedent established by others (the Fathers, Balthasar, John
Paul II) for attempting to root our theology in the revelation of Genesis.
108 Cardinal Marc Ouellet affirms this interpretation: “God’s original plan included, with the gift of life, the
transmission of the free gift of original justice” (Ouellet, Divine Likeness 134).
109 Gen 3; CCC, 399.
110 CSL, 232.
111 CSL, 230.
112 CCC, 400.
113 CSL, 229.
114 CSL, 228.
115 CCC, 404.
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not inherit the grace of divine adoption, but instead contracted a human nature that had been
deprived of original holiness and justice.116
Of particular significance for this thesis, Balthasar also highlights the heavily procreative
understanding of fruitfulness that ensued under the Old Covenant. He suggests that this
emphasis emerged as a result of the relationship between sin, death and procreation that came
to be recognised.117 He teaches:
Earthly life, when it is no longer hidden in eternal life, becomes hopelessly
immured in its own finiteness. All that encloses it is death. Through sin death
came into the world (Rom 5:12), and through death, anxiety about the flame of
life in this world, imperiled as it is from within and without.118
Balthasar echoes the thought of the early Church Father, John Chrysostom, who argued that for
those living under the Old Covenant, the begetting of children provided “the greatest
consolation…once mortality had come on the scene” from “the fearsome visage of death.”119 It
was only through progeny that one could secure the continuation of a legacy beyond the
transitory period of earthly life. Marriage and procreation were also essential to the fulfilment
of God’s command to “be fruitful and multiply,” and therefore also fidelity to the covenant.120
As Balthasar observes:
No marriage could be contracted except in God, from whom stemmed the unity of
husband and wife, and who required as well as bestowed the fruitfulness of their
union.121
This emphasis on procreation is also evident from the books of the Old Testament.122 God
blesses Noah and his sons, instructing them to “be fruitful and multiply;”123 God promises
Abraham “descendants as numerous as the stars;”124 and Psalm 128 describes the “blessed man”
as one whose wife has many children like a “fruitful vine.”125 In short, procreation under the
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translated by Robert C. Hill (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1990), 12.
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122 It is important to acknowledge that fruitfulness in the Old Testament is not used exclusively in a procreative
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on procreation in the Old Testament is clear.
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Old Covenant was not only consoling in the face of death, but also an essential aspect of
obedience to God and trust in His promise to Abraham.126
It is not hard to see the difficulty posed for sterile couples by this Old Covenant emphasis
on procreation. Scripture presents the distress of sterile women: Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel,
Hannah and the mother of Samson. 127 Genesis describes Rachel becoming jealous of her
childbearing sister and saying to Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die!”128 The story of
Samuel depicts Hannah weeping bitterly as she prays to the Lord to look on her misery and
bless her with offspring.129 These stories go on to explain that by God’s blessing these women
are ultimately able to have children, but we can only assume that this was the not the case for
all of those living under the Old Covenant.130 On the one hand, the sentiments expressed by
these sterile women could be seen to reflect a normal human response to the inability to have a
child. But when viewed in light of the significance of procreation under the Old Covenant, we
see that sterility meant much more than a medical inability to have children. As Balthasar
confirms, “sterility was regarded as shameful and as a punishment from God.”131

3.4 CONCLUSION
This chapter has explored the theological foundations of marital fruitfulness by examining the
insights of Hans Urs von Balthasar. In particular, it has been shown that marital fruitfulness has
its origins not only in God’s original plan for humanity, but more deeply still in the fruitful love
of the Triune God. We have seen how humanity’s creation in the image of God points toward
an interpretation of the Genesis accounts that reveals God’s plan for the loving and therefore
fruitful union of man and woman: for “there is nothing more fruitful than love.”132 In view of a
theology of marital fruitfulness for sterile couples, this chapter has also aimed to situate
procreative fruitfulness within a broader framework of fruitfulness ad intra and fruitfulness ad
extra. Whilst Balthasar has provided a starting point in this regard, it has also been necessary

CSL, 229.
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to appropriate his ideas in order to articulate this distinction more explicitly. Finally, we have
highlighted the damaging effect of original sin on the fruitfulness of man and woman living
under the Old Covenant, and particularly emphasised the meaning that both procreation and
sterility assumed during this time.
In light of this, let us now turn our attention to fruitfulness under the New Covenant, and
consider, in particular, the significance of the event of the cross.
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4 CHAPTER FOUR: FRUITFULNESS ANEW
Under sin, humanity was bound by the relentless cycle of birth and death, and the fullness of
God’s plan for human fruitfulness had been obscured. The situation for those who were sterile
was bleak – a life careering toward its inevitable end without progeny or legacy. How did the
coming of Christ change this? How is human fruitfulness different under the New Covenant?
And more specifically, how is it different for sterile couples? As we observed in Chapter Two,
the Catechism states that “spouses who still suffer from infertility after exhausting legitimate
medical procedures should unite themselves with the Lord’s cross, the source of all spiritual
fecundity.”1 It is therefore in reference to the fruitfulness of the cross that we will discover our
answer.
We will again avail ourselves of Balthasar’s The Christian State of Life but will also draw
significantly upon both volumes of Balthasar’s Theo-Drama: Dramatis Personae, namely,
Volume 2: Dramatis Personae: Man in God and Volume 3: Dramatis Personae: Persons in
Christ as well as the final volume of his Explorations in Theology: Volume 5: Man is Created.
These three books provide a deeper penetration of some of the most relevant ideas for this
chapter as they are found in The Christian State of Life. In particular, they allow us to more
fully comprehend the significance of the Incarnation, the Paschal Mystery and the nuptial
relationship of Christ and the Marian Church, as they relate to the inauguration of a new model
of fruitfulness that over-fulfils God’s original plan.

4.1 THE FRUITFULNESS OF THE CROSS
The Gospel of Luke begins with two accounts of human fruitfulness. First, there is the
miraculous, but nevertheless natural fruitfulness of Zechariah and Elizabeth which brings to an
end the narrowly procreative character of fruitfulness under the Old Covenant. Then there is
the conception of Jesus from the virgin womb of Mary that heralds the beginning of an
altogether new fruitfulness in Christ. Balthasar asserts that “at this point in salvation history the
divine fruitfulness possesses such a preponderance over the purely sexual fertility of man that
natural fertility can now concede the whole place to God’s fruitfulness.”2 But on what grounds
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does Balthasar make such a bold claim?3 He does so by recognising that, in the person of Christ,
human birth and death assume an entirely new meaning that transforms the generative chain
from within, and in turn, also the fruitfulness of the relationship between man and woman.4
Balthasar observes first that Christ participates fully in human birth and death. He is
conceived and nurtured in the womb of a woman from whom he is also brought to birth, and
then at the end of his life he dies a fully human death. At the same time and in contrast to this,
Balthasar also emphasises that Christ’s birth and death are fundamentally different from that of
any other human being because they are not merely biological, but entirely personal events.5
He explains that in the Incarnation, Christ freely and willingly initiates his own conception in
the world for humanity. Although Mary truly generates the Son as his physical mother, the
initiative of her fruitfulness still “lies with the Word of God.” 6 Christ’s conception is a
voluntary humiliation and loving self-emptying into “what is human and fleshly.”7 Balthasar
draws on Scripture to demonstrate the extent of this descent of the divine into the created world:
“The Word became flesh” (Jn 1:14); “You are from below, I am from above” (Jn
8:23); “I have come down from heaven …” (Jn 6:38); “he emptied himself, taking
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” (Phil 2: 7).8
So too, Balthasar emphasises the personal character of Christ’s death. He observes that whereas
the finitude of “natural man” means that birth is already the “first step” toward an inevitable
death, the same is not true for Christ.9 From the moment of his conception, Christ remains
completely free from sin, and since death is the consequence of sin, he is therefore also
completely free from the necessity of death.10 As a result, the Son is able to offer his life as a
voluntary sacrifice for the sin of humanity in the highest act of his self-giving back to the Father
in the Spirit by his death on the cross.11 And so it is that we can affirm with Balthasar that:
… now a purely personal love comes from above and enters into the generative
chain, in order to undergo a death that is primarily equally personal and free, and

3 For further reading on Balthasar’s theology of the cross, the reader is directed to: Nichols, “Chapter 8: Divine
Climax: The Paschal Mystery,” in Divine Fruitfulness, 165-193; Scola, “Chapter Seven: At the Heart of
Christian Revelation II. The Event of Jesus Christ,” in Balthasar: A Theological Style, 65-83; Howsare, “Chapter
Six: The Trinity and the Cross,” 121-144; Aidan Nichols, “The Action,” in No Bloodless Myth, 137-184.
4 MG, 413.
5 MC, 105.
6 MC, 111.
7 MG, 411.
8 MG, 411.
9 MC, 105.
10 1 Pet 2:22; Heb 9:14.
11 ST, 56.
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by so doing to rob death (entailed by membership of the species, tainted by guilt)
of its sting and its victory.12
Christ’s resurrection, which Balthasar describes as already indwelling in Christ’s death, testifies
to the truth that death had no hold on him.13 That is, that he definitively conquered death by his
death.14
And so what is the fruit of Christ’s death? What is meant by the fruitfulness of the cross?
It is first and foremost the overcoming of the “sting and victory” of death that is sin, and
therefore also the consequence of death in sin, namely, separation from God.15 As Balthasar
teaches:
The Lord’s cross overcomes death in its old biological and sin-darkened form –
provided we say Yes to incorporation in Christ’s death, which both expresses and
gives life. 16
The fruit of the cross is life in communion with God. It is the dignity of humanity restored, so
that men and women can once again be embraced as sons and daughters of God in Christ.
Christ’s conception and his death “for us” are personal events that have enabled him to take
man into his unique personal existence.17 As Balthasar expounds, the descent of agapeic-love
“goes from the act of incarnation right down to the ‘obedience unto death, death on a cross’
(Phil 2:8),” and continues downward in the “descent into hell: in solidarity with all those who
are lost to time.”18 The descent of God did not stop at the Incarnation. Rather, Christ probed the
very deepest and darkest reaches of human existence, in order to inseparably intertwine God
and man and in doing so to transfigure and transfer all that is human into the Kingdom of God.19
In Christ’s death, death has gained an entirely new meaning. As Balthasar states, the
relationship between fruitfulness, procreation and death that existed under the Old Covenant is
definitively transformed in Christ.20 There is no longer a compulsion on the human person to
secure his or her legacy through offspring and successive generations. Instead, an entirely new
relationship is inaugurated in which fruitfulness is no longer tied to procreation, but
paradoxically to death itself. Balthasar summarises it this way:

MG, 413.
MC, 105.
14 Acts 2:24; Cf. MC, 105.
15 1 Cor 15:55.
16 MC, 108.
17 MC, 105.
18 MG, 411 – 412.
19 Angelo Scola, The Nuptial Mystery, trans. Michelle K. Borras (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2005), 79; MG, 412.
20 MG, 413-414.
12
13

51

… if this prior mystery in Jesus Christ expresses and bestows itself in the language
of the world, and if in this language death gains an entirely new meaning, then the
expression of absolute triune fruitfulness must also step out of the natural cycle of
procreation and death and assume another, but no less bodily form: a form in which
dying (as in the archetype of the cross) coincides with the highest fruitfulness of
life, which no longer generates anything mortal but rather something that already
belongs to the eternal, triune-fruitful life of God.21
And so it is that the narrowly procreative character of fruitfulness under the Old Covenant is
surpassed by the fruitfulness of God Himself.
Later in this chapter we will consider how the Christian life allows humanity to participate
in the fruitfulness of the cross. But already it is clear that death, surrender and sacrifice are at
the heart of living a fruitful Christian life. For the moment however, we will return to the cross
to consider this event from a different perspective.

4.2 A NEW NUPTIAL RELATIONSHIP
At the same moment as Christ’s death enacts a new relationship between life, death and
fruitfulness, we also see that from the cross there is another mystery simultaneously unfolding:
the inauguration of the union of Christ and the Church.22 Balthasar argues that:
A process that encompasses and transcends the closed worldly cycle cannot be
simultaneously subject to this cyclic law: it can only take place in a suprasexual
(but not sexless) way. The reciprocal fruitfulness of man and woman is surpassed
by the ultimate priority of the ‘Second Adam,’ who, in suprasexual fruitfulness,
brings a ‘companion, the Church, into being.23
Let us make Balthasar’s meaning clear here. As we saw in Section 4.1, Christ’s death on the
cross breaks through the generative cycle of procreation and death that existed under the Old
Covenant. And, since the generation of the Church from Christ happens simultaneously with
Christ’s death, Balthasar is asserting that this generative act cannot therefore be subject to the

Epilogue, 110.
As Balthasar reminds us, it is nevertheless incorrect to think that the union of Christ and the Church
commenced at this point, since “in the mind of God the incarnate Word has never existed without his Church”
(MG, 413); For further reading on Balthasar’s Mariology and Ecclesiology, the reader is directed to: Nichols,
“Chapter 9: Divine Society: The Church,” in Divine Fruitfulness, 195-236; Nichols, “Chapter 10: Divine
Handmaid: The Mother of the Lord,” in Divine Fruitfulness, 229-236; Nichols, “Chapter 8: The Feminine
Counterpart,” in No Bloodless Myth, 37-50; Nicholas Healy and David L. Schindler, “Chapter 5: For the life of
the world: Hans Urs von Balthasar on the Church as Eucharist,” in Cambridge Companion to Balthasar, 51-63;
Lucy Gardner, "Chapter 6: Balthasar and the figure of Mary," in Cambridge Companion to Balthasar, 64-78;
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laws of this old cycle. Instead, the formation of the Church must take place in a way that
transcends it, or as Balthasar postulates, in a “suprasexual way.” What does he mean by
suprasexual fruitfulness? Balthasar is referring to the same form of fruitfulness that is narrated
in Genesis 2, by which the woman is generated from the wounded side of man. In this same
way, Balthasar recognises that the Church is generated from the wounded side of Christ on the
cross “that opens the heart of Jesus.”24 He explains:
Paul draws the parallels between the way Eve came from Adam and the way the
Church springs forth from Christ (Eph 5) – which is even more underlined in John
in his portrayal of the way the substance of the Church flowed out from the
wounded side of Jesus – the man Jesus becomes the origin of the woman and
spouse Church in the fruitfulness of his death.25
And so it is that Balthasar declares that the relationship between the first Adam and the first
Eve is “over-fulfiled” in the new nuptial relationship between Christ and the Church.26
What are the consequences of this over-fulfilment in terms of our understanding of the
fruitfulness ad intra and the fruitfulness ad extra of marriage? How is the nuptial relationship
of Christ and the Church fruitful in each of these ways? By considering these questions we will
come to see how the original fruitfulness of man and woman, which was lost at the Fall, is
enacted anew in the fruitful union of Christ and the Church.27 In turn, this will allow us to
construct an understanding of marital fruitfulness under the New Covenant.

4.2.1 The Fruitfulness Ad Intra of Christ and the Church
In Chapter Three we saw that the fruitfulness ad intra of the loving union of man and woman
in God’s original plan imaged the fruitfulness ad intra of the loving communion of the triune
God. We saw that man’s fruitfulness was bestowed upon him as the gift of God’s divine love,
and that woman received this love and therefore also fruitfulness in her creation from man. We
recognised that by the perfect love that filled the union of man and woman, they were fruitful
ad intra in a twofold sense: first, we saw that man and woman were fruitful ad intra in the
generation of a new, objective “one” that they formed together; and second, that they were
fruitful ad intra in the generation of the mutual delight and joy of their union. We also identified

MG, 413.
Epilogue, 111.
26 MG, 413; CSL, 233.
27 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “A Word on Humanae Vitae” (hereafter WHV), Communio: International Catholic
Review 20, no. 2 (Summer 1993): 446.
24
25

53

the effect of sin on both aspects of this fruitfulness which persisted under the Old Covenant but
in an incomplete way. It is necessary for us to keep this in mind as we consider the fruitfulness
ad intra of the union of Christ and the Church.
Let us begin by considering the generation of the Church from the side of Christ in a more
substantial way, not by repeating the aforementioned similarities of the two generative acts but
rather by examining the dissimilarities. As Balthasar observes, although both take place in the
state of man’s “deep sleep,” the agency of the first man is very different to that of Christ.28 In
the first instance, woman is formed from man while he “sleeps” in a state of passivity: it is God
rather than man himself who effects the formation.29 Balthasar argues that this is very different
to the formation of the Church from Christ which takes place in the “consciously affirmed lovedeath of the Agape… the Church is a creation of Christ himself, drawn from his own
substance.”30 It is with full awareness and complete willingness that Christ allows himself to
be wounded and his life to be given for the sake of generating the Church.31
We observe further that the bodily relationship between the first man and woman is also
very different to the bodily relationship between Christ and the Church. Genesis describes that
only the rib of the man is used to form woman and, although the man recognises her as flesh of
his flesh and bone of his bone, he nevertheless does not recognise her as himself.32 Woman is
made from man but she is not the body of the man. It is because of the distinction between them
that they are fruitful ad intra in the generation of a new objective “one” that consists of the
union of the duality of sexes. Once again, this is very different to the bodily relationship
between Christ and the Church. The Church is not formed from just a rib of Christ, but rather
from the totality of his divine and human substance.33 And as one created from the fullness of
his Body, the Church is Christ’s Body.34 At the same time there remains a distinction between
Christ and the Church that is akin to the distinction between man and woman: “as head, he calls
himself the bridegroom, as body, he calls himself “bride.”35 Balthasar similarly expresses the
mystery of this relationship, suggesting: “the Church is, yet is not, Christ himself – his body
and his spouse.”36 In a way that cannot be fully understood, it is therefore possible for us to
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30 MG, 413.
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33 WHV, 444.
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speak of the objective “one,” namely the “whole Christ (Christus totus)” which is made up of
Christ and his Church.37
The manner of the Church’s generation from Christ also has important consequences for
understanding the fruitfulness of the Church. As Balthasar indicates, “in the ecstasy of suffering
on the Cross,” the “whole fruitfulness of the ‘seed’ (1 Jn 3:9) of God” is “‘ingrafted’ (James
1:21)…into the spiritual/physical body of the Church and of all those in the Church who are
ready to receive it.”38 Balthasar asserts that it is at this moment, when the earthly mission of
Christ has been “accomplished,” that the Holy Spirit becomes available to others. 39 With
Christ’s final breath of human life, he breathes forth the Spirit back to the Father; then, at Easter,
this Spirit is breathed into the Church; and then finally, at Pentecost, the Spirit is sent by the
Father and the Son to come down upon the Church.40 Thus we see that through Christ’s death
and the communication of the Spirit, the entire fruitfulness of God comes to indwell in the
Church. As Balthasar argues: “the Church herself embodies the fruitfulness of Christ, and
together with him she is again to bear fruit.”41
But is the union of Christ and the Church also fruitful ad intra in the generation of the
mutual delight and joy that we recognised earlier? There we saw that this was the fruit borne
from the mutual and unguarded self-giving and welcome of man and woman in love. Does this
same mutual love and intimacy characterise the relationship between Christ and the Church?
Balthasar asserts that it does: “… no limits whatsoever are imposed on self-surrender, either on
Christ’s part or on that of the Church.”42 We will conclude this section on the fruitfulness ad
intra of Christ and the Church by considering this interpersonal aspect: first, by looking at
Christ’s self-giving to the Church; and second, by examining the reciprocal self-giving of the
Church to Christ.
As Balthasar explains, since the Son is the envoy of the Father within creation, his
fruitfulness is, in the first instance, productive rather than receptive.43 Therefore, in Christ’s
relationship to the Church, we see that he is the fruitful initiator. This is evident in the
outpouring of Christ’s body in the generation of the Church44 and as we have already observed,
CCC, 795, 796; Cf. Eph 5:32
CSL, 234.
39 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama, Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume 3: Dramatis Personae: Persons
in Christ (hereafter PC), translated by Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 521.
40 PC, 521.
41 WHV, 447.
42 WHV, 447.
43 MC, 115.
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355; WHV, 447.
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in the conception of Christ where “Mary is already potentially the incarnation of the Church.”45
But since real love cannot be reduced to isolated moments in history, the question remains as
to how the Son continues to give himself in love to the Church. Balthasar suggests that “the
answer lies in the creation of the Church as an ‘institution.’”46 He emphasises:
The institution guarantees the perpetual presence of Christ the Bridegroom for the
Church, his Bride. So it is entrusted to men who, though they belong to the overall
feminine modality of the Church, are selected from her and remain in her to
exercise their office; their function is to embody Christ, who comes to the Church
to make her fruitful.47
By instituting the Eucharist, Christ perpetuated the sacrifice of the cross by entrusting himself
to his beloved Spouse, the Church, throughout the ages. 48 As the Catechism asserts, the
Eucharist is a sacrament of love; it is the unceasing and inexhaustible nuptial gift of the
bridegroom to his bride. 49 Moreover, since the Eucharist coincides with the fruitfulness of
Christ’s own person, the Eucharist is nothing less than the total gift of himself.50 As Balthasar
states:
… on the Cross and in the Eucharist he [Christ] gives of his flesh and his blood so
unreservedly that in what results from this self-surrender – that is, in the Church
as a separate being outside himself – Christ finds himself again.51
Again we read in the Catechism that it is the Church “whom Christ ‘loved and for whom he
delivered himself up that he might sanctify her.’ It is she whom he unites to himself by an
unbreakable alliance, and whom he constantly ‘nourishes and cherishes.’”52 Thus we see that
Christ is the perfectly self-giving bridegroom: present to the Church at all times, available to
her at all times, giving himself to her at all times, making her fruitful at all times and constant
in his love for her.
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Let us turn our attention from the bridegroom and look down the aisle, as it were, to his
holy and immaculate bridal Church.53 If Christ is the initiator of this nuptial union, then the
Church is, in the first instance, receptive. Once again we see this revealed at the Incarnation in
the person of Mary. Balthasar writes in the tradition of Augustine when he suggests that Mary’s
“spiritual ‘yes’” is “the cause of her bodily fecundity.” 54 He affirms that with her “allembracing vow: ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it done unto me according to thy word’
(Lk 1: 28),” Mary surrenders her whole being to God and places herself entirely at His
disposal.55 She is thereby able to welcome the initiative of the eternal Word made flesh into her
womb not only as the physical mother of Christ but already potentially as the bridal Church. So
too we can see this active – passive surrender of the Church continued in the person of Mary
all the way to the foot of the cross where she stands in eternal fidelity to her bridegroom. But
once again we must ask: How is the Church’s loving surrender for Christ perpetuated beyond
the historical events of the life of Jesus? And once again we see this safe-guarded by the
institution of the Church but also revealed in the disposition of her individual members: in her
ongoing sacramental presence at the foot of the cross; in her receptive embrace of Christ’s Body
in the Eucharist and in her readiness to welcome the graces that he lavishes upon her by the
Spirit.
So too, Balthasar argues that the reverse dynamic of love is also present in the union of
Christ and the Church. He writes:
…it is also true that the Son wishes to, and must receive himself back from the
Church, indeed from the whole of creation, in order to fulfil his world-embracing
mission. This aspect is analogous to the Father’s ‘experience’ of the completed
fruitfulness of his paternity precisely through the Son’s self-return to him in
Eucharistic thanksgiving.56
As the Son gives himself back to the Father, so too the Church gives herself back to Christ who
welcomes and delights in her unceasing love. And with this we come to see that the nuptial
relationship between Christ and the Church is fruitful ad intra par excellence, and the perfect
fruitfulness of man and woman in God’s original plan is fulfiled.
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4.2.2 The Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christ and the Church
Can the same be said of the fruitfulness ad extra of the union of Christ and the Church? Is this
union fruitful ad extra in a way that s God’s original plan for the fruitful union of man and
woman? In Chapter Three, we argued that in the absence of sin and in cooperation with God,
man and woman would have been fruitful ad extra in the generation of offspring born into
perfect communion with God as His divine sons and daughters. As the story of Genesis reveals
however, man and woman were never fruitful ad extra in this way. Sin entered the world and
only the natural aspect of their fruitfulness ad extra persisted in this fallen state. Man and
woman still shared in the privilege of cooperating in God’s creative work in the generation of
offspring, but these offspring inherited a fallen human nature deprived of humanity’s original
dignity. Let us keep this in mind as we now consider the fruitfulness ad extra of the nuptial
union of Christ and the Church.
Once again, let us look with Balthasar to the figure of Mary, and this time particularly to
the scene of John 19:25-27. There we see her standing beneath the cross with John, the beloved
disciple, witnessing the death of Christ. Balthasar suggests that in order to understand this
scene, we must read it in the broader context of the changed relationship between Mary and
Jesus as it is portrayed in the Gospel accounts. More specifically, he highlights how the Gospels
show Jesus progressively detaching himself from Mary as his biological mother over the course
of his lifetime.57 Balthasar observes:
He repudiates her; he refuses to receive her; he renounces her in her role as
(natural) mother and points to his disciples and faithful followers as his spiritual
mothers and brethren.58
Balthasar sees Christ’s gradual abandonment of Mary culminating at the foot of the cross.59 He
explains that it is there that “the Son, in his complete abandonment by the Father, finds no other
way of giving his mother a share in his mystery than by completely abandoning her and
transferring her motherhood to a new son, John.”60 An exchange takes place: Mary’s natural
motherhood (with respect to Jesus) is surpassed by a new form of motherhood in the order of
grace (with respect to John). It is for this moment that Jesus has been preparing her.
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Once again, Balthasar highlights that we must recognise Mary at the foot of the cross as
already potentially the incarnation of the Church.61 When Jesus addresses her as “woman,”62
Balthasar suggests that he does so as the bridegroom speaking to his bridal Church and not as
the son speaking to his mother. In this way, we see that John is not only given to Mary in a
personal sense – as the one who will take her into his home and care for her in the absence of
Jesus 63 – but more significantly, he is given to her as the son of the Mother-Church. 64 As
Balthasar postulates:
At the moment of the Son’s physical conception, Mary is already potentially the
incarnation of the Church, but the potential is actualised under the Cross, where
the Son entrusts her with a new child, while simultaneously placing the gift of his
entire bodiliness, become Eucharist, into the body of the Church that he forms for
himself by this very act.65
At the foot of the Cross, Mary is the “maternal figure of the Church.”66 Balthasar describes that:
first, the Church is first brought forth from the fullness of Christ in a generative act; and second,
she turns to Christ, becoming “a living vessel for his fruitfulness” in her role as the mother of
all Christians.67
But what does this tell us about the fruitfulness ad extra of the union of Christ and the
Church? Balthasar suggests that “Jesus’ gift of Mary the ‘woman’ and John the ‘son’ to each
other becomes the prelude to the fruitfulness established for his Church by the crucified Lord.”68
Mary is the Church bride with whom Christ will generate many sons and daughters like John,
who will not be born of natural descent by the physical union of a man and woman, but rather,
born of God.69 That is, we see that the Church in union with Christ will be fruitful ad extra in
the generation of sons and daughters in the order of grace. Their union will be fruitful ad extra
in the generation of men and women “born anew” in Christ by the Spirit 70 as the beloved
children of God, chosen before the creation of the world and predestined for adoption to
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Sonship in Christ.71 That is, their union will be fruitful ad extra in a way that s God’s original
plan for the fruitful union of man and woman.
But how is this fruitfulness actualised? How do Christ and the Church generate children
of God? Bathasar points us towards the sacraments, and particularly to the sacrament of
baptism. He describes that baptism “introduces a person into the community of Christ’s
members by bestowing the divine Spirit of the Father and the Son… so that the children who
are thus born receive God as Father and the Church as Mother at the baptismal font.”72 The
Catechism similarly states:
Through Baptism we are freed from sin and reborn as sons of God; we become
members of Christ and are incorporated into the Church and made sharers in her
mission.73
Baptism incorporates the human person into the personal birth, death and burial of Christ in
order that he or she might rise anew with Christ to the glory of God.74 By the grace of baptism,
the human person is grafted onto Christ or as Balthasar puts it, is taken into “Christ’s unique
personal existence,” so that he or she comes to exist in the same relationship to the Father as
Christ himself, namely as God’s beloved child. 75 Balthasar reminds us that this privileged
existence is none other than that for which humanity was always chosen and predestined, and
in this way insists that baptism “simply transfers them [humans] to their proper and, in a sense,
natural place.” 76 As the Catechism similarly teaches, by the grace of baptism, humanity’s
original sin is “erased,” so that men and women can live in the relationship for which they were
always intended as the children of God.77
But is it really the union of Christ and the Church that is fruitful ad extra in the generation
of children of God? On the one hand, Balthasar emphasises that the earthly Church can only
fulfil her task of preserving and administering Christ’s living action because “her own center
of gravity and action is in heaven with Christ, who, inseparably united with the heavenly
Church, works his salvation on earth through her earthly forms and institutions.”78 Since the
Church is the Body of Christ, sustained and renewed at every moment by her perpetual union
with Christ, her work is always dependent on him and must be understood with reference to
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him.79 On the other hand, Balthasar also highlights that Christ needs the Church. He describes
the Church as Christ’s “helpmate” who will continue to represent him and carry out his fruitful
mission “through,” “with” and “in Christ” when he no longer walks the earth.80 We read in the
Gospel of Matthew, that Jesus gives the disciples a missionary mandate: “Go and make
disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit.”81 It is only through these apostles and therefore through the Church that the universal
mission of Christ is “explicitly extended to all times and nations (cf. Mt 28:18-20).”82 Thus we
can affirm that it is truly the union of Christ and the Church that is fruitful ad extra in the
generation of children of God.
Despite the preeminence of the sacrament of baptism, this is not the only way in which
the union of Christ and the Church generates the life of a child of God. An analogy with
biological generation is helpful here. It is evident that the moments of conception and birth have
particular significance in the generation of a biological creature. Nevertheless, it would be a
mistake to restrict the generation of the creature’s life to these two isolated moments as though
the period of nourishment in the womb and the parental nurturing of the life to full maturation
were not also essential aspects of generating life in a fuller sense.83 In a similar way, while
baptism in the Church is an unparalleled moment in the generation of the life of a child of God,
the nourishment that necessarily precedes this rebirth and the nurturing of the Christian life that
follows are also fundamental aspects of bringing to birth the child of God.
This broader understanding of the fruitful generation of the children of God is also
reflected in Balthasar’s thought.84 For example, he teaches that the “function” of the Church is
to “conceive, bring to term and give birth.”85 Writing in the tradition of the Fathers he also
emphasises that the “new birth” of the children of God refers not only to birth by baptism, but
to a “rebirth” that precedes baptism and coincides with a coming to faith.86 This idea is similarly
affirmed in the decree of the Second Vatican Council on the mission activity of the Church: Ad
gentes. The decree outlines Christ’s sending forth of the disciples to preach the Gospel so that
“being reborn by the word of God (cf. 1 Peter 1:23), men might be joined to the Church through
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baptism.”87 It asserts that the saving mission of the Church is accomplished not only by baptism
and the sacraments but also by the “the example of her life and by her preaching…and other
means of grace” that lead all people to “full participation in the mystery of Christ.”88 That is,
the Church in union with Christ is fruitful ad extra through various ways that precede baptism
but nevertheless constitute a genuine birth of new life in the faith. So too, Balthasar indicates
that the generation of the Christian life continues after baptism. He explicitly identifies
confirmation as essential in giving “concrete form” to the “mystery of being born of God,”89
and recognises the Eucharist as “one of the sacramental ‘means’ of grace through which the
created human being becomes a child of the Father.”90 He emphasises that the “motherhood of
the Church” extends to the nurturing of the life of the Christian through all of the sacraments
and various other ways in which, together with Christ, she fosters the lives of her members to
grow and flourish.91 In this way we come to see that although baptism is unquestionably the
most significant moment in the birth of a child of God, the generation of such a child must also
be understood in a broader sense that also precedes baptism and continues after baptism.
Balthasar highlights the importance of this idea in his discussion of the mission of Christ
and the Church. He emphasises the dialectical relationship between the “immanent building of
the Church as the People of God in itself” and the Church’s “missionary thrust” by which she
transcends herself and goes out to the world.92 He insists that if the Church is to be the “light
of the world” or if she is to “leaven the world’s dough” then the Church must first be “light”
herself and possess the “quality of leaven.”93 In other words, if the Church in union with Christ
is to be fruitful ad extra in bringing to rebirth those who are yet to become Christian, then this
union must never cease to be fruitful ad extra in the ongoing generation of the children of God
who have already been baptised. Balthasar asserts that the Church can only carry out her
mission “by receiving and assimilating the pneuma of Christ ever more profoundly” by “living
out the mystery of her inner life…through dying and rising with Christ; through a prayerful and
contemplative listening to his word… through the believing, ‘discerning (1 Cor 11:29)
performance of the sacraments, most of all the Eucharist; and through the building up of the
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Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents (New York: Costello Publishing Company, 1988), sec.
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Body of Christ in selflessness and mutual love.”94 We must therefore hold together all of these
different aspects of generating the children of God if we are to understand the fruitfulness ad
extra of the union of Christ and the Church: first, baptism as the most essential moment of
dying and rising with Christ to newness of life in full communion with God; second, the many
ways in which those outside the Church are rebirthed by the proclamation of the Gospel prior
to baptism; and third, those actions of the Church that continue to cultivate the faith and life of
the children of God in the many years beyond baptism.95 Moreover, since each of these aspects
is directly connected with either the building up of the Body of Christ for mission or with the
fulfilment of this transcendent mission, we see that there is an essential connection between the
fruitfulness ad extra of Christ and the Church and the mission of Christ and the Church. This
relationship will be key to understanding the marital fruitfulness ad extra of sterile Christian
spouses which is set forth in Chapter Six.
Once again, we have come to see how the fruitful union of Christ and the Church brings
to fulfilment the fruitfulness of man and woman in God’s original plan. Under the Old
Covenant, God had blessed man and woman with a sharing in His work of creation through the
procreation of biological offspring. But now, through the union of Christ and the Church, God
brings to fulfilment his original and universal plan for humanity by drawing peoples of all
nations and times into the divine life of the Trinitarian communion. Thus, the supernatural
fruitfulness ad extra of Christ and the Church is infinitely superior to the natural fruitfulness of
man and woman, which generates the mortal life of a biological child. Instead, Christ and the
Church generate the immortal life of a child of God, restored to the divine dignity intended for
them from all time and for all time.

4.2.3 Fruitfulness Par Excellence
At last we arrive at a point where we can definitively declare with Balthasar that:
The small and limited fecundity of paradisal marriage has yielded to the universal,
Eucharistic fecundity of the redeeming love of the Word made flesh and the
redeemed love of his Bride and spouse, the Church, which is also his body.96
We have seen how this is true not only in a general sense, but more specifically with respect to
the fruitfulness ad intra and the fruitfulness ad extra of these nuptial unions. To conclude this
PC, 435-436.
CCC, 1254.
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section, a tabulated summary of the primary fruits generated by the three “marriages” that we
have encountered thus far is provided: the marriage of man and woman in humanity’s original
state; marriage after the Fall; and finally, the marriage of Christ and the Church (see Table 1:
The Fruits of Marriage up until Christ and the Church below).
Table 1: The Fruits of Marriage up until Christ and the Church
Man and woman in
humanity’s original
state

Man and woman after
the Fall

Christ and the Church

An obscured form of the
fruit generated ad intra in i. the unified Body of
i. the objective “one”
humanity’s original state:
Christ (Christus totus):
formed by the union of i. the imperfect union of
Christ as the Head and
Fruits
man and woman
man and woman
the Church as Christ’s
Ad Intra ii. mutual delight and joy ii. mutual delight and joy
Mystical Body
generated by perfect
tainted by the tension
ii. supreme delight and
charity-love
and disharmony that
joy generated by
emerge from imperfect
agapeic love
love
Never actualised, but
Fruits
potentially:
i. biological offspring
i. children of God
Ad Extra i. biological offspring
ii. children of God
In the relationship of Christ and the Church, the nuptial union of man and woman in God’s
original plan, eroded as it had been by the consequences of humanity’s distrust and
disobedience, is definitively fulfiled. Christ and the Church enact the archetypal nuptial union
and with it inaugurate a fruitfulness that surpasses the fruitfulness of the union of man and
woman in every respect.

4.3 HUMAN PARTICIPATION IN THE FRUITFULNESS OF THE
CROSS
Balthasar asserts that the relationship between Christ and the Church is “genuinely human,”
and remarkably, is therefore one that human beings can participate in.97 He explains that this
participation is enacted by the self-death of baptism and confirmation and, for some, also by
holy orders or the sacrament of marriage, which admit the individual believer “indissolubly and
97
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permanently into the Church-Christ relationship.”98 For Balthasar, it is this incorporation that
enables human beings to share in the new, divine fruitfulness enacted in the event of the cross
and engrafted in the Church. As an extraordinary consequence of this, the Old Covenant model
of human fruitfulness (understood narrowly in terms of procreation) is no longer the “exclusive
model of human fruitfulness.” 99 Instead, what emerges is the possibility of human beings
bearing fruit in an altogether supernatural and infinitely superior way to that of procreation.100
So real is the possibility of human participation in the fruitfulness of the cross that marriage
itself is no longer a precondition for fruitfulness. On the contrary, men and women can choose
to forego marriage in favour of a virginal life-form that shares exclusively in this divine fruit.101
As Balthasar states:
The suprasexaul (and not sexless) relationship between the incarnate Word and
his Church is a genuinely human one; human beings can be enabled to participate
in it. Consequently the sexual man/woman fruitfulness need be no longer the
exclusive model of human fruitfulness. On the contrary, this form of fruitfulness
is seen to be the purely worldly metaphor of a unique fruitfulness that bursts
through the cycle of successive generations and of which Christ says: ‘He who is
able to receive this, let him receive it.’ (Mt 19: 12).”102
The emergence of the celibate Christian vocations affirms that the divine fruitfulness of the
cross surpasses human fruitfulness under the Old Covenant in every way.
Importantly, Balthasar is unequivocal in emphasising that virginity alone has no meaning
or fruitfulness in itself.103 Rather, the extent to which the cross bears fruit in the life of any
individual, regardless of his or her vocation, depends on the greatness of his or her readiness
for radical self-giving.104 The complexities and nuances that can complicate Balthasar’s thought
disappear here and what is revealed is quite simply: “love.” The Christian is “here to love – to
love God and to love our neighbour…the command to love is universal and unequivocal.”105
What is required of the fruitful Christian is the imitation of Christ, who, “on the Cross, gave all
he possessed, body and soul, for the Father and the world.”106 The Christian’s disposition must
be one of complete and indifferent readiness for sacrifice and renunciation in order to be free
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for love.107 Balthasar sees that the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience provide a “means
of removing the obstacles to love”108 but argues that all those who love in the “spirit” of the
three evangelical counsel (poverty, chastity and obedience) share in the fruitfulness of the
cross.109 He explains:
The more closely human love resembles God’s love, the more it forgets and
surrenders itself in order to assume the inner form of poverty chastity and
obedience, the more divine will be its fruit: a fruit that surpasses all human
fecundity or expectation.110
The perfect model in this regard is the person of Mary, whose humility and trust allowed God
to completely direct her life in accordance with His will.111 As Balthasar asserts, it is precisely
the attitude demonstrated in Mary’s loving indifference, perfect surrender and unreserved
assent “that is the source of all Christian fruitfulness.”112 Like the Son on the cross, whose
“reckless” love coincided with the greatest fruitfulness of life, the Christian who lives like
Mary, in the spirit of Christ, has the privilege of sharing in the mystery of this divine fruit.113
Once again we encounter the same relationship between love and fruitfulness that has
echoed throughout this thesis: “there is nothing more fruitful than love.”114 Now, by welcoming
God’s gift of divine love and giving of themselves in love, men and women in Christ – married
and unmarried, child-bearing, celibate and sterile – are able to share in the fruitfulness of
God.115
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5 CHAPTER FIVE: THE FRUITFULNESS OF STERILE
CHRISTIAN MARRIAGES: FRUITFULNESS AD INTRA
In Chapter Two of this thesis we identified the need for a more substantial and constructive
dialogue about fruitfulness for sterile Catholic couples. In particular, we suggested that a
theology of fruitfulness with specific application to the context of sterile Catholic marriages
was needed. In these next two chapters, we will be applying all that has been said thus far to
shape a preliminary theology of this kind: Chapter Five will focus on the fruitfulness ad intra
of sterile Catholic marriages while Chapter Six will focus on fruitfulness ad extra. In addition
to the writings of Balthasar that have been drawn upon throughout this thesis, we will apply a
critical insight from his Explorations in Theology, Volume 4: Spirit and Incarnation. So too,
we will return to the writings of Richard of Saint Victor and Bonaventure in order to interpret
the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage in light of the fruitful Trinity.

5.1 CHRISTIAN MARRIAGE
As Balthasar emphasises, Christian marriage and the union of Christ and the Church are “so
closely related that it is impossible to understand one without reference to the other.”1 On the
one hand, we saw in Chapter Three of this thesis, that from “the beginning” God made man and
woman for each other, and for a perfect union together.2 Citing 1 Corinthians, Balthasar asserts
that the relationship of Christ and the Church “finds its form in ‘being made like unto’ this
‘first’” original creation of man and woman.3 On the other hand, Christ is the archetype of all
creation and so this “first” man and woman can only be understood in light of Christ and the
Church. Balthasar states:
He [Christ] not only embodied in himself marriage as it had been before the Fall;
he became himself the prototype of that marriage. And he did so without
destroying the old order of creation. By filling all things with his grace (Cf. Eph
4: 10), he also filled marriage, but he filled it with a grace that had its source
more deeply in the mystery of God than did the marriage of paradise. That is
why marriage, as a Christian sacrament, must henceforth issue from this higher
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source. Having its model and measure in Christ, it must also adopt his mind and
spirit if it is to be a Christian marriage.4
For Balthasar, marriage in humanity’s original state was filled with a general supernatural
grace. But now, and in its deeper, more original purpose, Christian marriage is filled with the
“concrete, specific supernaturalness of the grace of Christ on the cross.”5 And it is by virtue of
this grace that humanity’s original fruitfulness, suffocated as it was by sin, has been bestowed
anew upon the vocation of marriage, and the narrowly procreative notion of fruitfulness under
the Old Covenant has been transfigured by the infinitely greater and inexhaustible mystery of
the fruitfulness of the cross.
At the end of Chapter Four, we identified that married men and women are incorporated
into the relationship of Christ and the Church first by baptism and confirmation, and then also
by their choice of the vocation of marriage. As Balthasar insists, it is therefore essential that the
bond of Christian marriage be understood in terms of the act of Christian faith that precedes the
vows of the spouses.6 Each spouse brings to the celebration of Christian marriage, his or her
own living Christian faith and personal relationship with God. It is therefore within the faith of
the spouses that the marriage vows are exchanged. Balthasar writes:
The promise of fidelity to one’s spouse is not to be separated from this promise
of fidelity to God. The acts of faith of the two marriage partners meet in God
and are accepted, formed and returned to them by God, in whom they find the
foundation of their unity, the witness of their union and the pledge of their
fidelity. It is God who, in the act of faith, gives the partners to one another in the
basic Christian act of self-surrender. Together, they offer themselves to God and
receive each other from him in a gift of grace, confidence and Christian
expectation.7
Thus we see that the gift that spouses make of themselves to each other cannot be separated
from the gift that they make of themselves to God and, importantly, that the former must always
be understood as subordinate to the latter. Pope John Paul II similarly observes that it is “by
means of baptism” that “man and woman are definitively placed within the new and eternal
covenant, in the spousal covenant of Christ with the Church.”8 When spouses choose to enter
into the bond of Christian marriage, they therefore promise themselves to each other in a way
that is not only natural but also supernatural. They are incorporated into the mystery of Christ’s
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union with the Church, which will henceforth be the pattern and model for their own union with
each other. As Balthasar teaches:
It is only because Christ bestowed anew from above upon the mystery of physical
fecundity the infinitely deeper mystery of the spiritual fecundity of faith, hope and
love, and with it, the spirit of poverty, chastity and obedience that marriage can be
raised within the Christian Church to the dignity of a sacrament.9
By the sacramental grace of Christian marriage, poured forth by the Spirit into the receptive
hearts of spouses, the inexhaustible love of God and principle of all fruitfulness comes to reside
in the midst of the union of husband and wife. The question we must now ask is: How do
Christian marriages therefore bear fruit ad intra? And more specifically, how does the
experience of sterility affect the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage?

5.2 FRUITFULNESS AD INTRA OF ALL CHRISTIAN MARRIAGES
In the second volume of Theo-Logic: Truth of God, Balthasar proposes a theological method
that he describes as katalogical. 10 We too will apply this katalogical method to shape our
understanding of the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage.11 To help explain this method,
it is first useful to consider the more widely understood notion of analogy. Within the context
of Christian theology, analogies make use of creaturely realities in order to reveal aspects of
the divine; that is, analogy proceeds from the creature and rises to God.12 But Balthasar asserts
that this analogical movement upwards from creature to God is only possible because there
exists a prior downward movement from God to creature, which he defines as katalogical.13 He
articulates the relationship between these two movements when he outlines the overall approach
that he used to construct the five volumes of the Theo-Logic. He writes:
Our first step was to grope upward toward the mystery of God from Trinitarian
analogies in the world (I – II) – all the while tacitly presupposing, of course, a
knowledge of the Trinity in God… From this point on, however, we will follow
CSL, 244.
TG, 169.
11 We have already made use of the katalogical method in Chapter Three of this thesis when we discussed the
original fruitfulness of man and woman. In that instance, we proceeded on the basis that humanity was originally
created “in the image of God” as narrated in Genesis. This implied a likeness that we could consider without the
need to explicitly name the method we were using. In the context of the present discussion however, no such
similarity is specifically apparent. It is therefore necessary to acknowledge and be clear about the method that we
are deliberately applying. Further information about Balthasar’s katalogical approach can be found in
Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 14-17.
12 Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 14.
13 TG, 169.
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(in IV and V) the path that descends from the Trinity to the world. This path can
be called ‘kata-logical.’14
In Chapter Three of this thesis we observed that both Bonaventure and Balthasar used the
analogical process to explain the fruitful Trinitarian processions in terms of the fruitfulness of
conjugal love. In the pages that follow, we will make use of Balthasar’s katalogical method to
engage in the reverse process: namely, to explain the fruitfulness ad intra of conjugal love in
terms of the fruitfulness of the Trinity.
We recall from Chapter Three that in the Victorine, Bonaventurian and Balthasarian
arguments for a plurality of persons within the Trinity, it was reasoned that perfect love could
not exist between two persons alone despite their reciprocal desire and mutual love for one
another. Richard of Saint Victor suggested that a third (condilectus) was necessary as one
toward whom the co-love of the two persons could be directed, and thus reasoned that the Holy
Spirit was “necessary” for the perfection of God. Bonaventure, and then Balthasar developed
the Victorine tradition by arguing that Richard’s condilectus should be understood as one who
springs forth from within the union as the exuberance of co-love, rather than as one imported
from outside the union toward whom co-love could be projected. In light of this development,
we came to see that the Holy Spirit needed to be approached from two poles: first, as the
subjective bond between the Father and the Son – the mutual expression and external exchange
of gratuitous love that fills their union with joy and delight; and second, as the supreme and
objective fruit who proceeds from this love and is other than they are – the love of the Father
and the Son personified as subject. 15 As we applied this understanding of Trinitarian
fruitfulness to consider the original fruitfulness ad intra of man and woman we interpreted both
these subjective and objective aspects in light of the Genesis accounts. Recognising now, that
in the sacrament of Christian marriage, the original fruitfulness ad intra of created man and
woman is fully revealed, we can therefore apply Balthasar’s katalogical method in order to
understand the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage in light of the fruitful Trinity.16

5.2.1 The Objective Fruit Ad Intra of Christian Marriage
Let us start by considering the Holy Spirit as the objective fruit generated by the co-love of the
Father and the Son, and apply Balthasar’s katalogical method to determine the objective fruit
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that is generated by the co-love of man and woman in Christian marriage. In the Bonaventurian
and Balthasarian analogies for the Trinity, we saw that “the child” generated by man and
woman was used to explain the Holy Spirit as the “third person” generated by the Father and
the Son.17 The analogy was valuable in providing a very concrete means for approaching the
Trinitarian mystery: there is no doubt that the child is a “third person” with respect to his or her
parents, and so the analogy was helpful is recognising the three distinct persons of the Trinity.
But for Balthasar, the relationship of man, woman and child is not merely an analogy for the
Trinity, but according to his katalogical method, it is also “the most eloquent imago Trinitatis
that we find woven into the fabric of the creature.”18 Returning to the question of the objective
fruit that is generated by the co-love of man and woman in Christian marriage, Balthasar
therefore points us toward an understanding that this “third” coincides with the child.19 Of
course, Balthasar is careful to emphasise that there remains “obvious dissimilarities” between
the three persons of the Trinity and the husband, wife and child who are created.20 Nevertheless,
he expresses “amazement” that the relationship of parent and child is not applied more
substantially in discussions of Trinitarian logic in the world.21
But our discussion of fruitfulness throughout this thesis points toward a failure in
applying the katalogical method in this way. We have consistently argued that the fruitfulness
that is ordered toward the generation of a child – be it a biological child or a child of God – is
fruitfulness ad extra and not fruitfulness ad intra. A child is an objective “other” that is distinct
from the two generating subjects and not essential to the union of these subjects: the union
persists in the absence of a child who must be recognised as extraneous to it. Hence, the child
is the fruit ad extra. In contrast, we see that the Holy Spirit is an objective “other” that is distinct
from the Father and the Son but nevertheless is essential to their union: the union of the Father
and the Son does not “exist” apart from the Holy Spirit who is intrinsic to it. Hence, the Holy
Spirit is the fruit ad intra. Our application of Balthasar’s katalogical method therefore requires
us to determine the objective fruit ad intra of the union of man and woman in Christian
marriage. That is, we must seek to discover the “other” who is distinct from the husband and
wife, but generated from their union and essential to their union.
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Surprisingly, it is Balthasar himself who provides us with the critical insight here. He
insists:
But the child does not have to come. It is something quite gratuitous, a gift. A
physically barren marriage is not a failed marriage or necessarily an unhappy one…
The personal coming together of the two self-emptying partners is only possible in
terms of the third factor, which – long before the arrival of a child – is that objective
of the meeting of their two freedoms… We call this ‘objective’ because it is more
than the juxtaposition of their two subjectivities – although it is also their creative
product, their will to become one (to belong to one another). This objective element
that even inspires their common love can be called… either the spirit of the loving
covenant or the covenant itself as the institution transcending them both.22
Prior to the generation of a child as the “third,” there is already another “third” that has been
generated by the reciprocal self-giving of the spouses. As Balthasar suggests, this “objective
spirit of the loving covenant” coincides with the sacramental bond of their marriage and forges
the two individuals into a new “one” (sacramental couple) that transcends them both.23
This new transcendent reality is generated first in the celebration of the sacrament of
Christian marriage by which the union is established in God, but then definitively sealed in the
bodily union of the spouses. Thus, the fruit is immediately present in the generative-receptive
embrace of the spouses. Unlike Balthasar’s family analogy, there is no need to exclude any
temporal dimension in order to better “fit” the katalogy: 24 the sacramental couple really is
“simultaneously the expression of their love and, going beyond it, its transcendent result.”25
Just as Balthasar approaches the Holy Spirit from two sides – “as the (subjective) epitome of
the reciprocal love of Father and Son…and as the (objective) fruit that is produced by this love
and attests to it” – so too, the unity of the spouses appears simultaneously as the subjective
epitome of their common love and as the objective fruit witnessing to this love.26 These two
aspects of Christian marriage – the subjective “we” of the husband and wife that is their unityin-distinction, and the objective sacramental couple forged in the covenant of marriage –
approach one another in the same way as Balthasar asserts the two poles gradually move toward
each other in the understanding of the Holy Spirit. We thus come to see how understanding the
sacramental couple as the objective fruit ad intra allows us to see man, woman and the
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sacramental couple as the created image of the divine Trinity once more. The fruitfulness ad
intra that had been lost at the Fall is now restored anew through Christ in sacramental marriage.
We recall further that when Richard of Saint Victor first argued for the existence of a
condilectus, he did so because he believed that shared love could not be perfected without a
third to love.27 Now we see that the shared love of the husband and wife is not perfected by the
loving of a child, but rather by the loving of the sacramental couple. To use the language of the
Victorine, we can speak of “co-love” when the sacramental couple is loved by the husband and
wife “in harmony and with a communitarian spirit…when the two affects are fused so to
become only one, because of the third flame of love.”28 Christian marriage is perfected when
husbands and wives not only love each other, but also shift their gaze from this mutual and
reciprocal love to a shared love of the married couple that they form together in Christ.29 If this
might initially seem inwardly focused or narcissistic, let us demonstrate that this is not the case.
On the contrary, it is by directing their shared love in this way that the spouses are humbled
before God by the realisation that their sacramental union is not of their own making, but rather
God’s first fruit in them. They give thanks for the privilege of cooperating with Him in this
generation and stand in awe that He has forged them together as a new creation that
mysteriously transcends their relationship and surpasses all human expectation. They come to
recognise that their centre does not reside on earth but rather in heaven with Christ who blesses,
sustains and strengthens their union with God’s grace poured out through his own bride, the
Church.30 They nurture, nourish and love the new life that has been given to them not only at a
human level, but also more importantly through prayer and the sacraments in order that it might
grow and flourish. The spouses realise that they must henceforth live in surrender to God
together – not as two distinct individuals but as one sacramental couple in Christ – open to him
and waiting in readiness to welcome the further fruit that God desires to bring forth from their
union.31
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5.2.2 The Interpersonal Fruits Ad Intra of Christian Marriage
In our earlier consideration of Genesis, we recognised the significance of woman’s creation
from man, as the image of the Son’s generation from the Father. In particular, we saw that this
had specific implications for understanding the love between man and woman “in the
beginning” and hence the interpersonal aspect of the fruitfulness ad intra of their union. As we
now apply Balthasar’s katalogical method to understand this aspect of the fruitfulness ad intra
of Christian marriage, it initially appears that no corresponding katalogue can be found: the
Christian wife is not generated from the substance of her husband or vice versa. It is only with
reference to the union of Christ and the Church that we can discover the likeness that we are
after and its significance for the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage.
The love that characterises the union between a Christian husband and wife is first and
foremost derived from their relationship with one another as members of the Body of Christ.
During his earthly life, Christ commanded his disciples to love God and love neighbour in the
same way as he had revealed his love for them.32 He demonstrated the extent of this love by his
personal death for sinful humanity, in order that we might share in his own dignity as the Son
of God.33 It is this total self-giving and sacrificial love that all Christians are called to imitate,
and that in a particular way, Christian husbands and wives are to live out in their marriage. As
Saint Paul writes: husbands are to love their wives as Christ loved the Church and gave himself
up for her; while wives are to surrender themselves to their husbands as the Church surrenders
herself in love to Christ. 34 The demands of love set forth by the Apostle Paul are equally
challenging for both husbands and wives, and yet the demands are different and this is
significant.
On the one hand, the husband’s love is first and foremost a self-giving love for his wife;
it is a sacrificial outpouring for her in the same way as Christ gave himself for the Church. It is
here that our katalogy begins to emerge: as the Father gives himself in love for the Son, so too
the Son gives himself in love for the Church, and husbands must give themselves in love for
their wives. On the other hand, the wife is in the first instance receptive in her loving surrender
to her husband. Here we recognise the other side of the katalogy: as the Son welcomes and
returns the love of the Father, so too the Church welcomes and returns the love of Christ, and

Jn 13:34; Mt 22: 36-40; Cf. CSL, 25.
Mt 22: 36-40; Cf. CSL, 25.
34 Eph 5:22-32.
32
33
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wives must welcome and return the love of their husbands.35 The likeness of Christian spouses
to the Father and the Son is revealed in reference to the love of Christ and the Church and not
in the mode of their physical generation as human beings. As Balthasar asserts, “the love that
is demanded of the partners is so ultimate that it can only be attributed to the indwelling, in the
spouses, of the Holy Spirit, who is able to transform the natural eros into an agape that has its
origins in God.”36 By the bond of Christian Marriage, the general oneness already shared by a
Christian man and woman as members of the Body of Christ, becomes a deeply personal and
total self-giving and receiving of each in love in imitation of Christ and the Church. As
Balthasar indicates, the irrevocable gift of self that husbands and wives make is “an act of such
finality that it resembles a true ‘loss of [one’s] own soul’ (Mt 16:25).”37 When spouses love in
this way, we discover the original meaning of the creation of woman from man in the image of
the Son from the Father.
Thus, the interpersonal fruits ad intra of Christian marriage burst forth as the miracle of
love in this deeper, more original form. As Balthasar emphasises, the spouses stand not only
open to each other, but first and foremost they stand in openness to God and in readiness to
receive the fruits of his grace. He writes:
Their love – exteriorly something that is expended between the two of them –
shares in a hidden manner in the unlimited love of the Lord, which is always
universal and Eucharistic, and whose fruitfulness surmounts every barrier and
expends itself infinitely. It can do so because, in the fruitfulness of the Lord’s love
on the Cross, the law of Trinitarian love is itself revealed – the love that is not
exhausted between Father and Son, but has as its fruit the Third Person, the Holy
Spirit, whose prerogative it is to be, in a special way, the love that exists in God
himself.38
So what are the abundant interpersonal fruits ad intra that are generated by love “infused by
the Holy Spirit?” 39 Balthasar names only one: joy. He states simply that the “spiritual
fruitfulness”40 of Christian Marriage “consists in the mutual love and reciprocal self-gift that

35 Of course, much more could be said about the love of husbands and wives: the need for loving faithfulness,
the essential role of forgiveness, the importance of sharing life’s burdens etc. A discussion of these many
essential facets of spousal love is not necessary for the arguments presented in this thesis and has therefore not
been provided. This should not be interpreted as a dismissal of their importance but is simply a consequence of
the scope of this thesis.
36 ST, 344.
37 CSL, 245.
38 CSL, 247.
39 AL, 120.
40 When Balthasar refers to the spiritual fruitfulness of Marriage, he is referring to the fruitfulness of Marriage
ad intra – the “oneness” of the spouses. We have avoided adopting this language since spiritual fruits are not
only ad intra but also ad extra.
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fills both spouses with joy.”41 Why does Balthasar identify joy alone? Peace and mercy are also
the fruits of charity: why does he exclude these?42 Surely there are also countless other fruits
generated from the “mutual love and reciprocal self-gift” of the spouses.
We have seen throughout this thesis that Balthasar typically describes fruitfulness using
language that evokes an image of the exuberance of love: “God is a bottomless spring that is,
in that it gives;”43 “the Holy Spirit… the excess of love that is ‘always more;’”44 “the divine
Spirit… ineffably welling forth;”45 “the Church springs forth from Christ.”46 With this in mind
we can see that Balthasar is consistent when he describes “joy” as the fruit that comes forth
from the conjugal love of Christian spouses. Much more so than “peace” or “mercy,” for
example, “joy” expresses the élan of love or, as Pope Francis writes, an “expansion of the
heart.”47 There are other fruits of conjugal love – peace and mercy are certainly among them –
but none more beautiful than joy. It is the joy of Christian marriage that attests most profoundly
to the dynamic and superabundant expression of a love that cannot be contained. It is joy that
bears witness to the transcendent delight of a love that does not depend on the frailty of human
emotions and transient feelings, but rather shares in the eternally fruitful love of the triune God.

5.3 FRUITFULNESS AD INTRA IN THE PRESENCE AND ABSENCE
OF CHILDREN
So far we have made no distinction between the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage for
those who are able to have children, and the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage for those
who are not able to have children. The generation of the sacramental couples as the objective
“third” of marriage is independent of the spouses’ child-bearing capacity. Similarly, those with
and without children should both delight in the joy and other interpersonal fruits that spring
forth from their conjugal love.
But Christian Marriage is a continuously unfolding event of conjugal love. And conjugal
love is dynamic and deepens over time in response to the experiences of life and the grace that
God bestows in and through those experiences. Among these, the begetting and raising of

MC, 162.
CCC, 1832.
43 CS, 105.
44 ST, 159-160.
45 CS, 107.
46 Epilogue, 111.
47 Pope Francis writes in the tradition of Saint Thomas Aquinas when he describes joy in this way (AL, 126).
41
42
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children or the inability to beget and raise children are of profound significance for Christian
spouses. How then do these experiences affect the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage?

5.3.1 The Fruitfulness Ad Intra of Christian Marriage when Children are
Born
Christian marriages bear fruit ad extra in the generation of biological children. Why then does
the experience of being fruitful in this way affect the fruits generated ad intra from conjugal
love? We recall that Richard of Saint Victor asserts that when a “third” is co-loved by two
beings then those “two [beings’] affects are fused so to become only one, because of the third
flame of love.”48 Bonaventure presents a similar idea in his argument from germanitas where
he contends that two generative beings are forged more intimately when they are involved in a
shared act of generation than if they are independently generative.49 In a different context, Pope
Francis likewise points toward the unity that arises from a mutual act of generation when he
encourages married couples to “come up with a shared and lasting life project” in order that
they might enjoy an enriched intimacy.50 In each case, the same idea is revealed: two people
are united by a common act of generation.
In the context of Christian Marriage, this implies that the conjugal bond of spouses is
forged more deeply by the shared generative act of love involved in the begetting and raising
of a child. This is apparent first and foremost in the conjugal act itself whereby the husband and
wife express their self-giving love for one another and give thanks to God when He surprises
them with the gift of a child. Together they anticipate the birth of the child with excitement and
rejoice when he or she arrives. Together they love the child as he or she grows and matures.
Together they celebrate the child’s success and console the child when he or she stumbles in
life. Together they will dream for the child, pray together for the child, and make sacrifices in
order to give him or her every possible opportunity in life. Thoughts of their child will often fill
their conversation as the experience of learning to love together and alongside one another in
an entirely new way forges their own bond of love more deeply.
Fathers and mothers also grow in their individual personhood through the experience of
being a parent, as the daily challenges of raising a family asks more of them than ever before.

OT, Book 3, XIX (132-133).
Bonaventure, Commentaries, d.11, a.1, q.1-2. (210-215); Cf. BTT, 231.
50 AL, 163.
48
49
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The husband comes to a new admiration for the patience of his wife as she nurses a crying baby.
He gives thanks to God for her fortitude during the family’s most challenging times. The wife
comes to see the goodness and gentleness of her husband in a new light as she watches him
play with their children. Both find themselves respecting, appreciating and cherishing each
other with greater tenderness as they discover and encounter one another in new and more
profound ways. Much more could be said here, but it suffices for us to recognise that having
children deepens the conjugal love of spouses, which therefore bears fruit ad intra in new,
unexpected and manifold ways.

5.3.2 The Fruitfulness Ad Intra of Christian Marriage when Children are
not Born
In Chapter Four, we saw that, by Christ’s death and resurrection, divine love not only removed
the “sting” of death but also “appropriated death as a form of its vitality.”51 In Christ, both death
itself and all forms of death-bearing experience therefore appear as particular opportunities to
share in the fruitfulness of the cross.52 Sterility is an experience of this death-bearing kind.
Those of reproductive age who choose to enter into the vocation of Catholic marriage do so in
the promise of welcoming children into their relationship. For these couples, the decision to
marry is therefore accompanied by the expectant hope of being called upon to raise a family
and embrace the identity of a Christian parent. Even before they are conceived, children are
therefore very much alive in the hearts, minds and prayers of those who choose Christian
Marriage and await the day when their home will be filled with the joy, exuberance and chaos
of a family.53 As a consequence of this, the discovery of sterility coincides with the “death” of
the children that such married couples had hoped for. Even in the absence of a tangible loss of
human life, sterility is therefore a death-bearing experience. In Christ, it is however also a
fruitful experience. But how does sterility bear fruit ad intra in Christian marriage?
To come to an understanding of this we will return to Mary and John at the foot of the
cross. Although they are not married, we can nevertheless assume that these two – the beloved
mother and beloved disciple of Jesus – would have known each other well. Balthasar recognises
them as the two “who were closest to him [Jesus] during his earthly life”54 and explicitly sees
MC, 104; Cf. MC, 152, 158-159; Epilogue, 110; MG, 414.
Cf. CCC, 1502, 1505, 1508, 2379.
53 Cf. AL, 169.
54 CSL, 209-210.
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52
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their union as the model of those “joined together” by God for a “two in one vocation.”55 The
fact that John’s Gospel records them as standing “beside” one another also points to a
relationship between them.56 We can therefore see that a consideration of the union of Mary
and John has the capacity to shed light on Christian marriage. We have already examined this
scene of Mary and John at the cross, but here we will do so in a different way by focusing on
their disposition in this shared experience of death.
Scripture narrates that Mary and John are “standing near the cross.”57 Despite the horror
that they are witnessing and with full knowledge of the potential implications of their
association with Jesus, they are not hiding at a distance in fear or cowering in the background.
Rather, they are not only present at the cross – unlike many of Jesus’ disciples – but they are
also “near” the cross. So too they are “standing” rather than inconsolably collapsed upon the
earth. Despite the “sword” piercing Mary’s soul, and what must have likewise been an
experience of unimaginable grief and pain for the beloved disciple, both Mary and John remain
upright.58 For Balthasar, Mary and John “suffer together with Christ” and “give their consent…
to the cross.”59 In a mysterious way, these two who have faithfully taken up their cross and
followed Jesus into the very midst of the experience of death, are made sharers in the Paschal
Mystery.60 The disposition of Mary and John “standing near the cross” in the face of death and
an uncertain future reveals the profound humility, unwavering hope and docile trust in God’s
plan that is possible for all those who have been incorporated into Christ.
Mary and John stand in openness and readiness before God because they live by the love
of the cross.61 As Balthasar postulates, they “offer sacrifice together with Christ” because they

55 Balthasar saw himself as sharing in a “two in one vocation” with the Swiss mystic Adrienne von Speyr. With
respect to the nature of these shared vocations, he postulates: “What has been written about the union established
by God in the natural order can also be said of them: ‘What therefore God has joined together, let no man put
asunder’ (Mt 19:6). The model for such unions, which are the counterpart, on the level of the counsels and the
vows, of the sacrament of matrimony, is the union ordained and, as it were, consecrated between Mary and
John” (CSL, 450). Although Mary and John cannot “model” Christian marriage, we can see that Balthasar makes
a close connection between their relationship and Christian marriage. There is therefore validity in using it to
shape our understanding of the fruitfulness ad intra of Christian marriage.
56 Jn 19:26.
57 Jn 19:25.
58 Lk 2:35; CCC, 618.
59 CSL, 288; Cf. CSL, 209.
60 The Catechism states that Jesus desired “to associate with his redeeming sacrifice those who were to be its
first beneficiaries” and notes in particular that this is “achieved supremely in the case of his mother” (CCC, 618);
Cf. John Paul II, Salvifici doloris, apostolic letter, Vatican website, December 11, 1984,
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1984/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_11021984_salvificidoloris.html; CSL, 209, 287.
61 Balthasar sees that there is a direct relationship between an individual’s love of God, and his or her openness
to God’s will. He also sees that the three evangelical counsels (poverty, chastity and obedience) serve to free the
individual in order that he or she may be free to love God more fully. Cf. CSL, 44, 64.
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have chosen as the “form of their lives, the form of the Redeemer who sacrificed Himself for
all.”62 In a particular way, Balthasar sees the extent of their total self-giving revealed at the foot
of the cross where Mary63 and John64 stand “in poverty and chastity and in a love that was
obedient to the end.”65 As we saw in Chapter Four, it is precisely at this moment of Mary and
John’s shared experience of death – the death of Christ and with it, a deeper unfolding of their
own “death” to self – that by the grace of the cross their relationship is fruitful ad intra in an
entirely new way. Balthasar opines:
It is of the utmost significance that John met the Lord’s mother at the foot of the
Cross and nowhere else... that this supernatural community…was formed in the
instant of love’s ultimate sacrifice.66
It is no coincidence that the relationship of Mary and John is transformed at the same moment
as Christ’s abundantly fruitful death. As Balthasar observes: Mary and John “meet each other
in the Cross, and the Crucified one unites them in love.”67 Through their shared death-bearing
experience, Mary and John come to receive God’s grace in their relationship in a profoundly
new way.68 Their loving union will henceforth bear fruit differently as they come to discover a
deeper joy, tenderness, intimacy and friendship together as mother and child. As if to affirm
this immediate surge of fruitfulness ad intra in their relationship, Scripture narrates that “from
that hour” John takes Mary into his own home.69 When viewed in this way, the scene of Mary
and John at the foot of the cross reveals that, in Christ, a shared death-bearing experience can
bear fruit ad intra in the union of those who choose to “stand near the cross.”70
All that has been said can be applied to Christian spouses who are sterile. In the first
instance, God meets them in their suffering, casting out fear and enveloping them with His
love.71 The Apostle Paul assures us that “all things work together for good for those who love
God,” and so even in the midst of their confusion, anger and doubt, God draws the spouses

CSL, 254-255.
Balthasar states: “Mary’s indifference was the indifference of the most perfect love, of a love that opened
itself only to divine love and excluded the possibilities of imperfection inherent in life in the world” (CSL, 203).
64 Balthasar recognises that: “John was, from the beginning the epitome love: It was he who followed the Lord to
Golgotha” (CSL, 287).
65 CSL, 254-255.
66 Note that Balthasar sees Mary and John as forming the “original unit of all forms of religious life.” Although
this is not what we are attempting to demonstrate, Balthasar’s interpretation nevertheless affirms our own
argument: that in this moment of death-bearing experience, the relationship of Mary and John is deepened by
love in a profound way (CSL, 287).
67 CSL, 287.
68 Jn 19:26-27.
69 Jn 19:27.
70 Jn 19:26.
71 Cf. Is 43:2; Ps 34:18; Ps 36:7; Rom 8:35.
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together in solidarity and love by their feelings of hurt, emptiness, grief and pain.72 Christian
spouses do not choose the death-bearing experience of sterility any more than Mary and John
chose the death-bearing experience of Christ’s Passion and death. What they are able to choose
however, is the way in which they will respond. Having been incorporated into Christ’s death
by baptism, sterile Christian spouses know that death and death-bearing experiences have
assumed an entirely new meaning for those who choose to “stand near the cross” like Mary and
John.73 Sterility can be an opportunity for spouses to “die” anew to themselves – to their own
hopes, plans and self-determination – and to offer their union to God once more in a spirit of
poverty, chastity and obedience. In a mysterious way, Christian sterile spouses can be thereby
united with the cross of Christ in a death that coincides with the fruitfulness of life.74
Under sin, sterility meant only suffering and death, but now it appears as an opportunity
for Christian spouses to “meet each other in the Cross.”75 As they stand beside one another in
Christ and look together toward an uncertain future with humble hearts, unwavering hope and
docile trust in God, sterile Christian spouses assume the fruitful disposition of Mary and John.76
Their self-giving love opens them to God in readiness to receive His grace in a new way so that
He can lead them in any direction, even into places and situations that they neither know nor
suspect.77 In Christ, sterile spouses can proclaim:
…we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and
endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not
disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the
Holy Spirit who has been given to us.78
As the union of Mary and John was transformed in the moment of Christ’s death, so too the
Holy Spirit makes the death-bearing experience of sterility fruitful for Christian spouses. By
God’s grace, their conjugal love deepens and bears fruit ad intra in unexpected ways. Their
grief and vulnerability breed greater tenderness and trust. So too they come to discover an
unfamiliar richness in their friendship and fresh delight in each other. Despite greater
uncertainty about the future, they find themselves filled with new faith, hope and anticipation
as they deliberately seek out God’s will together, and open themselves to His possibilities for
Rom 8:28.
CCC, 618.
74 CCC, 2379; Cf. Epilogue, 110.
75 CSL, 287.
76 WHV, 447.
77 Balthasar recognises this as the fruitful attitude of Mary: “Her assent means that she can be led in any
direction, even into places and situations that she neither knows nor suspects. It is precisely this attitude that is
the source of all Christian fruitfulness” (WHV, 447).
78 Rom 5:3-5.
72
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their life. Even the absence of children and the reduced complexities of family life can appear
as opportunities for more intentionally loving and nurturing the sacramental couple that has
been forged in their union. In these, and in countless other ways that can only be explained by
the paradox of the cross, the conjugal love of sterile spouses can burst forth in a newfound joy.

5.4 CONCLUSION
As our application of Balthasar’s katalogical method has demonstrated, all Christian marriages
are abundantly fruitful ad intra. This is first and foremost seen in the generation of the
sacramental couple as the objective “third” that springs forth as the one to be co-loved by a
Christian husband and wife. So too, spouses have been given the grace to love in imitation of
Christ and the Church and to therefore bear fruit ad intra in an interpersonal or subjective sense,
of which joy is the most outstanding and delightful. In these ways the original fruitfulness ad
intra of the union of man and woman is restored anew by the grace of Christian marriage. As
we have also shown, the experience of having children or not having children also causes
Christian marriages to bear fruit ad intra in ways that are unique to each of these circumstances.
Of particular significance to the present study is the realisation that sterility can be an
unexpectedly fruitful experience for those who humbly “stand near the cross” in trust.
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6 CHAPTER SIX: THE FRUITFULNESS OF STERILE
CHRISTIAN MARRIAGES: FRUITFULNESS AD EXTRA
In Chapter Four we saw that the fruitfulness ad extra, enacted anew in the event of the cross,
was fundamentally connected with the mission of Christ and the Church. As we now shape our
understanding of the fruitfulness ad extra of sterile Christian marriages, we must therefore do
so in light of this relationship. Although Balthasar explicitly and consistently connects
fruitfulness and mission in the context of the celibate vocations, he neglects to make this
connection as significant for members of the laity. 1 In this respect we will deviate from
Balthasar as we emphasise the fruitfulness of all forms of Christian mission in this chapter. For
this same reason we will also utilise pertinent documents of the Magisterium more substantially
than we have previously, most notably Pope John Paul II’s Familiaris consortio and Pope
Francis’ Amoris laetitia. In doing so we will come to see that sterile Christian couples can be
fruitful ad extra in many different and often surprising ways.

6.1 FRUITFULNESS, MISSION AND THE CHRISTIAN VOCATIONS
There is an inseparable connection between the mission of Christ and the Church and the
personal mission that God assigns to those who have been made members of the Church.
Balthasar explains that all those who have been redeemed by Christ through baptism and
become members of the Church are “sharers in his work of redemption.” 2 Each individual
contributes to Christ’s mission in a real, meaningful and irreplaceable way as a member of the
Church, tasked with continuing his mission.3 Balthasar argues:
Even though the Church (as ekklesia) is initially designed and ‘instituted’ as a
single, objective entity, this entity only exists in created individual subjects. They
can only enter into this form of unity, and into its life, if they accept the objective
1 We can posit two main reasons for this: 1) Balthasar is keen to highlight that although the “chastity” of the
celibate vocations coincides with an absence of “natural fruitfulness” (generation of a biological child), this is
for the sake of a greater “supernatural fruitfulness.” We therefore see this as a recurrent idea in his discussion of
celibacy. Since those in the married state do not take a vow of chastity there is no need for him to labour this
same point in the context of marriage (Cf. CSL, 29, 236-237; Epilogue, 110). Although Balthasar recognises that
all Christians are called to a personal mission, he nevertheless emphasises that the further call to one of the
celibate vocations coincides with a “qualitatively higher mission.” As such, he sees that the fruitfulness or
unfruitfulness of their mission is of particular consequence and therefore seeks to emphasise this (Cf. CSL, 172,
178, 334, 498).
2 CSL, 219; Cf. PC, 207-209, 220, 231-232, 241, 248-249, 258.
3 PC, 258.
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law of life and receive it from the community of the Church, which exists prior to
them. What they thus receive, however, is not something secondary, something
derivative from the primal sacrament: what they receive is its actualization,
applied to them as individuals, addressing them personally and calling for their
consent and collaboration. So what the individual sacrament mediates is not the
Church but Christ’s self-dedication to the Church, so that the individual may be
drawn into the Church’s mission.4
The same is also true of the relationship between the fruitfulness ad extra of the Church in
union with Christ and the fruitfulness ad extra of members of the Church in union with Christ.
As we observed at the end of Chapter Four, individual members of the Body of Christ are able
to share in the fruitfulness of this union, and so therefore in a very real way they are also able
to contribute to the generation of the children of God.5 We will consider examples of this in the
pages that follow.6
Balthasar emphasises that, as Christians, we must seek to “assimilate our own ‘I’ more
and more completely to our God-given mission and to discover in this mission our own
identity.”7 He states that, as Christians, we are to “‘forsake’ and ‘hate’ all things, above our
own ‘I’ (Lk 14:26)” so that in doing so, we might “find everything again” in doing the will of
God.” 8 On the one hand, the specifically Christian mission is one and the same for every
member of the Church and coincides precisely with the universal mission of Christ.9 On the
other hand, the mission of every Christian is also uniquely personal, and having been
“specifically designed for and tailored to each individual,”10 it reveals the “idea and purpose of
his or her existence.”11 Balthasar teaches that corresponding with the mission of each person,
is his or her particular “state of life” within the Church which “represents for the individual the
situation and the form in which he is to strive to fulfil his calling.”12 Balthasar states that the
Body of Christ consists of those who belong to the general “lay state” (the laity) – some of
whom live in the “‘the married state’ as a special potential within the lay state” – as well as
those who belong to the “priestly state” (priesthood) and the “state of the counsels” (consecrated
PC, 430; Cf. PC, 429, 434.
MG, 413 – 414; ST, 345.
6 The reader is directed again to Balthasar’s summary of the teachings of the Fathers of the Church on “being
born of God.” See: MG, 308-311.
7 PC, 271.
8 PC, 271.
9 Epilogue, 114; PC, 154, 430; CSL, 222, 434; CCC, 873.
10 PC, 207-209, 220, 231-232, 241, 248-249, 258; Cf. CSL, 72.
11 CSL, 191.
12 CSL, 75. Cf. CSL, 72; For further reading on Balthasar’s understanding of mission, the reader is directed to
Nichols, “Chapter 11: Divine Missions: the Saints,” in Divine Fruitfulness, 237-258. Speyr’s The Christian State
of Life also helps to illuminate aspects of Balthasar’s thought pertinent to this chapter (Adrienne von Speyr, The
Christian State of Life (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986)).
4
5
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life).13 Those in each of these Christian states of life14 contribute in specific and complementary
ways to the mission of Christ and the Church according to the form of mission that is associated
with each vocation and state.15
As we established in Chapter Four, the mission of Christ and the Church is essentially
connected with the fruitful generation of the children of God.16 And since each Christian state
is associated with the realisation of this mission in specific ways, so too each participates in a
particular manner in this fruitful generation. For example, a man who has entered into the
vocation of the priesthood must be principally concerned with generating the children of God
by preaching and administering the sacraments in the local context of his congregation.17 As
Balthasar insists, a priest is also “obliged to evangelize the nonbelievers in the world around
him” but his “primary obligation” is to “the existing flock entrusted to him by Christ.”18 In a
similar way, Christian marriage is also associated with a particular form of mission. Since the
union of husband and wife is “by its nature ordered toward… the procreation and education of
offspring,”19 the form of mission associated with Christian marriage is intrinsically connected
with the transmission of human life and education of children.20 As Balthasar emphasises, it
would “endanger, even abrogate, the order of nature” if the generation of offspring did not
persist as an essential aspect of the realisation of the kingdom of God.21 Thus, both aspects of
“original fruitfulness” ad extra are essential under the New Covenant: the continued generation
of biological children in accordance with God’s original command; and the generation of the
children of God.22 It is self-evident that Christian spouses have an indispensable role in the
former, even while, at the same time, they also contribute significantly to the latter.

CSL, 329-330; Cf. CCC, 873.
The “married state” coincides with the vocation to Christian marriage; the “priestly state” coincides with the
vocation to the priesthood; the “state of the counsels” coincides with the vocation to consecrated life. Balthasar
does not separate the lay state into the vocations of Christian marriage and single life, but rather sees Christian
marriage as a “special potential” within the lay state.
15 Cf. CSL, 329-364; Cf. CCC, 871-933; Second Vatican Council, “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen
gentium, 21 November, 1964,” in Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. Austin
Flannery (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1975), sec. 7-8, 11-12, 18, 30-47.
16 Recall that we described the “generation of the children of God” as more than simply that which takes place in
the act of baptism. We recognised that the generative process also extended to the many different ways that the
children of God are nurtured and nourished both before and after baptism. It embraced the “mothering” of those
who were already Christians as well as those outside the Church according to Christ’s missionary mandate.
17 CSL, 353.
18 CSL, 353.
19 CCC, 1601.
20 Cf. CCC, 2367; GS, sec. 50; Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, sec. 35; FC, sec. 21, 38.
21 CSL, 167.
22 Gen 1:28; Cf. CSL, 167.
13
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But what happens when the exceptional personal circumstances of an individual or couple
mean that they cannot be fruitful in the form of mission that is associated with their own
Christian state? Or in the specific context of this thesis: if the fruitfulness ad extra of Christian
spouses relates to the form of mission that is associated with the vocation of marriage, and if
that form of mission is connected with the generation of a biological family, what does this
mean for the fruitfulness ad extra of sterile couples?

6.2 FRUITFULNESS AD EXTRA OF CHRISTIAN MARRIAGE FOR
STERILE CHRISTIAN COUPLES
The first thing for us to recognise is that, in most Christian marriages, children are not born
immediately. As such, it would be a mistake to suggest that the union of Christian spouses is
only fruitful ad extra once children are conceived. On the contrary, Christian spouses are
fruitful ad extra during this time by sharing in the generation of the children of God in the many
different ways associated with the fruitfulness of all the laity. 23 In a particular way, the
fruitfulness of Christian spouses is a sharing together in the fruitfulness of the cross, rather than
an individual sharing, as is the case for single members of the laity. Some examples will help
to demonstrate our meaning here. The Christian couple might decide to run a Bible study in
their new home together, and in doing so nurture the children of God in their local parish
community. They might be invited to take on the ecclesial function of Godparents for the child
of a friend or family member, in which case they are not only instrumental in the generative act
of the child through baptism, but continue to generate the life of their Godchild through their
prayers and by lovingly nurturing them in the faith.24 In the absence of responsibilities for their
own children, the couple might see an opportunity to give of themselves in a field of mission
away from the comfort of their local community and in the midst of those who are not Christian.
So too, by witnessing among friends and family to the joy of living their marriage in
communion with God, they might inspire others to search more deeply for the love of God. In
these and other ways, the conjugal love of the Christian spouses is fruitful in the generation of
the children of God.
Nevertheless, for those of reproductive age who have chosen to marry in the Catholic
Church, this period is but a transitory one in their marriage. In time, they will either come to be
23
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blessed with the gift of a child or, alternatively, they will come to discover their inability to
procreate. From this time onwards, the particular ways in which the Christian couple contributes
to the mission of the Church and the fruitful generation of the children of God will be
fundamentally shaped by the presence or absence of offspring. For those who are blessed with
biological children, their mission will naturally take its form from the vocation of Christian
marriage. In contrast however, for those who are unable to have children, this is far from certain.
As we observed above, the mission associated with each of the different Christian states
of life has a particular “form” and contributes in a distinctive way to the mission of Christ and
the Church. For most people, their state of life and the form that their mission takes naturally
coincide. In exceptional cases however, it appears that it is possible for a Christian’s mission
to borrow its form substantially from another state of Christian life. In other words, the form of
their mission has a particular likeness to the mission associated with a state other than the one
to which they belong.25 Earlier in this chapter, we saw that the form of mission associated with
the priesthood involves preaching and administering the sacraments in the local context of a
congregation.26 At some point in a priest’s life, however, it may come to pass that he falls
permanently ill (for example) and is unable to continue to fulfil his mission in the way that is
associated with the priestly vocation. Although he remains unequivocally in the priestly state,
the form of his mission might henceforth come to resemble that of a contemplative religious
brother. In the case of sterile Christian spouses, it appears that this is also the case.
The discovery of sterility presents husbands and wives with a specific decision to make
with respect to the form of their mission in the future and thus to the particular way in which
their marriage will henceforth be fruitful ad extra. Will they choose a form of mission that
coincides primarily with that of the laity in a general sense, as a continuation and deepening of
the form of mission that their marriage has had up until this point? Will they choose to foster
or adopt children in which case their mission will take its form from the married state – the
“special potential” within the lay state? Or will they choose to embrace a mission that has a
substantial likeness to the form of mission associated with the celibate vocations? The
significance of this decision in terms of understanding the fruitfulness ad extra of each unique
sterile Christian couple cannot be overestimated.
Significantly, the experience of sterility itself opens the spouses before God to make such
a decision. Once again, Mary provides the best model in this regard. When the angel appeared
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and declared to her that she would conceive by the Holy Spirit, we are told that she was
“troubled” and questioned how this could be. 27 We sense her honesty before God and
uncertainty about the future. Nevertheless, her fiat reveals her humble faith, trust in God and
readiness to accept a mission different to that which she would have imagined. Mary’s response
provides an assurance of the validity of asking questions: “Why haven’t we been blessed with
children?” “How is this possible?” “What does this mean for our marriage?” Questions of this
kind can open the spouses to God as they come to realise their dependence on Him as the
Creator and source of all fruitfulness in their lives. Balthasar asserts that when Christian spouses
are able to give themselves to God, trusting and “being satisfied” with whatever “physical and
spiritual fruit he may choose to bestow” upon them, then “their limited community is opened
to the universality of the Catholic Church, and their love… is enabled actively to participate in
the realization of the kingdom of God upon earth.”28 With this assurance and even in the face
of feeling “troubled,” Christian spouses can echo in hope and with joyful hearts: “let it be done
unto me according to your word.”29
Let us now examine how the form of their mission shapes the fruitfulness ad extra of
sterile Christian marriages. It is important to emphasise that, irrespective of which form of
mission sterile Christian spouses embrace, each constitutes a meaningful and substantial
contribution to the generation of the children of God and mission of the Church.

6.2.1 Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christian Marriage when Mission takes the
Form Associated with the General Lay State
As we identified above and demonstrated by example, Christian spouses are fruitful ad extra
before discovering their sterility and in a form of mission that is common to all the laity. For
some couples, their fruitfulness ad extra will continue to take its form in this way from the
general lay state for the duration of their lives. Nevertheless, their married life no longer
anticipates the birth of children, and for this reason those who embrace this form of mission do
so with a new perspective.
Balthasar suggests that the laity are “to demonstrate visibly and practically in the body of
the Church how the spiritual and material goods of a fallen world order can be placed at the
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service of a selfless Christian love.”30 This task is common to all the laity but is an especially
pertinent precept for those without children who typically have more wealth, time and energy
at their personal disposal than those with families. In order to be fruitful ad extra in the context
of a childless married life that is lived in the secular world, it is therefore essential for sterile
couples to be very deliberate in the way that they fulfil their calling by loving God and loving
others. 31 Once again, an example will help us to comprehend this more fully. Prior to the
discovery of their sterility, the Christian couple is likely to have been making various financial
preparations in anticipation of having a family. Now however, and in light of the decision to
embrace a mission in the lay state without children, the sterile couple no longer has the same
personal financial responsibilities. Rather than accumulating money indefinitely and living an
indulgent lifestyle, sterile Christian spouses will be fruitful ad extra by embracing opportunities
to use their wealth in the generation of the children of God. They might donate generously to a
local ministry project, support a family in hardship or provide the financial means that allows
their parish to employ a part-time youth minister. They might sponsor those working in an
overseas missionary capacity or put some money aside so that they can give of themselves for
a time without the need for remuneration. We could articulate similar examples with reference
to the time, energy and skills of the sterile couple.32
Drawing on the writings of the Apostle Paul, Balthasar also emphasises the personal
charisms that are bestowed by grace upon members of the laity for their particular mission. He
teaches that God’s grace “always contains… a mission, a well-defined ecclesial task, and
imparts a responsibility for the whole body of Christ, which we are, ‘member for member’ (1
Cor 12: 27).”33 He regrets that many of those in the lay state remain unaware of their personal
function in this regard. 34 We must therefore also emphasise how important it is for sterile
couples who have embraced a mission that takes its form from the mission associated with the
general lay state to actively seek to discover both their personal charism, and also the
complementarity of their charisms in order that they might effectively fulfil their mission as a
couple.35
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Our final comment on sterile couples who have embraced this form of mission is by way
of warning. Once again drawing on the insights of the Apostle Paul, Balthasar highlights the
particular challenge experienced by those in the lay state who are “divided” by their temptation
to be concerned more about the things of the world than the concerns of God.36 He describes,
for example the challenge “to possess as though not possessing,” which is experienced by those
who are engaged in secular professions, and particularly in instances when their work confers
upon them “various forms of worldly power.” 37 The temptations of the world can prove
particularly attractive to couples without children, including Christian couples who are sterile
and living a life of faith. Often disguised as peace and contentment is the ever-lurking danger
of becoming too comfortable with a life characterised by few responsibilities, abundant wealth,
freedom and self-determination. Christian spouses can find their consciences appeased by
occasional acts of ministry or service such as reading at Mass or making donations that are very
small relative to their wealth. But the lives of holy men and women suggest that mission is
rarely always comfortable.38 Sterile spouses who have chosen a form of mission that coincides
with that of the general lay state must therefore be particularly alert to the danger of losing sight
of their mission. The only way to safeguard against this is the same for sterile spouses as it is
for all Christians: an unceasing life of prayer together, so that in humility and trust they might
remain ready for, and receptive to, the grace of God as their mission continues to unfold.39 In
doing so, sterile couples who welcome a mission of this kind will recognise the many different
and essential ways in which the Holy Spirit invites them to cooperate in the fruitful generation
of the children of God in the everyday context of the secular world.

6.2.2 Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christian Marriage when Mission takes the
Form Associated with Christian Marriage
As we observed above, the generation of biological children is a central aspect of the mission
associated with the vocation of Christian Marriage.40 Although it is therefore not necessarily
the case that the mission of sterile spouses will take its form from marriage, we nevertheless
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see that in many instances it does. Sterile Christian spouses often feel called by God to make
the very generous choice to open their hearts and lives to foster or adopt children. In some ways,
it is unsurprising that God leads many sterile couples to a place where they are able to give such
extraordinary expression to the fruitfulness ad extra of their conjugal love. By virtue of their
decision to enter into a Catholic marriage, husbands and wives have already opened themselves
to God to welcome the gift of a child and the discovery of sterility does not change this
readiness. So too, many Christian couples have made responsible life preparations in
anticipation of raising a family, such as seeking out stable work arrangements, locating
themselves close to family for support, and renting or purchasing a home that will be conducive
to the growth and development of young minds and bodies. Sterile couples are therefore ready
in every sense to respond to a mission of this kind.
6.2.2.1 Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christian Marriage within the Family Circle when
Mission takes the Form Associated with Christian Marriage
Although the mission of sterile Christian spouses who foster or adopt children is similar in
many ways to that of spouses with biological children, it is also fundamentally dissimilar. It is
a mystery of great joy and delight to spouses, when, by the expression of their self-giving love
in the conjugal act, they are blessed by God with the gift of a biological child.41 Balthasar
explains:
… a man and a woman love one another… in such a way that there arises out of
their continuity in flesh and blood the unfathomable miracle of their common child,
who stands there before them and before all the world as the bodily and mental
evidence that they are (and have been) one, the child who bears the traits of each of
them, traits that, however, have entered into a new, indivisible third unity.42
When Christian parents look at their biological children they are not only reminded of their own
self-giving love, but in a very concrete way they see themselves united in the child.43 So too,
biological children recognise themselves in their parents. Deeply grounded in their personal
sharing of humanity, this natural affinity between parents and biological children cannot be
divorced from the fruitfulness ad extra of the spouses.
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In contrast, the call to be fruitful ad extra through the fostering or adoption of children is
always first and foremost a deliberate decision to expand the gratuitous love of God by Christian
charity.44 It is a radical response to Christ’s call to welcome the stranger and care for the orphan
in the very midst of one’s life, heart and home in order to immerse them in both human and
divine love.45 In an essential way, spouses who have adopted or fostered children contribute to
the building up of God’s Kingdom in our fallen world by restoring His plan in the specific
context of the lives of the children in their care. By their welcome, they offer the gift of life that
God intends for every child: to be raised and cared for by loving parents in a safe and secure
family and home environment, and above all to know their dignity as children of God.
In Chapter Four, we argued that the fruitful begetting of a child cannot be reduced to the
moment of conception or birth but rather extends to the ongoing nurturing and nourishment that
allows the child to grow and flourish. In this respect, the mission and fruitfulness ad extra of
foster and adoptive parents coincide with the fruitfulness ad extra of biological parents. In
Gaudium et spes we read:
Parents should regard as their proper mission the task of transmitting human life
and educating those to whom it has been transmitted. They should realize that they
are thereby cooperators with the love of God the Creator, and are, so to speak, the
interpreters of that love. Thus they will fulfil their task with human and Christian
responsibility, and, with docile reverence toward God, will make decisions by
common counsel and effort.46
Natural, foster and adoptive parents alike are to recognise that their foremost responsibility is
as stewards of those unique lives that God has entrusted to their particular care, and that the
primary field of their mission is therefore the context of their own family. As we observed in
Chapter Two, Pope John Paul II emphasises the extent of the fruitfulness ad extra of parents in
this regard. He writes:
… the fruitfulness of conjugal love is not restricted solely to the procreation of
children, even understood in its specifically human dimension: it is enlarged and
enriched by all those fruits of moral, spiritual and supernatural life which the father
and mother are called to hand on to their children, and through the children to the
Church and to the world.47
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In this we can see the intrinsic relationship between the fruitfulness ad extra of Christian
spouses by which they generate children in a natural sense and the fruitfulness ad extra whereby
they generate those same children as the children of God.48
Just as Balthasar has emphasised that Christian marriage is to be regarded as more than a
“natural institution” under the New Covenant, so too the generation of children in a natural
sense must be understood with reference to the generation of the children of God.49 That is, the
physical birth and maturity of the child are only brought to fulfilment when they are subsumed
within the spiritual dimension of the child’s birth and growth in the faith. Inasmuch as the child
has earthly parents, it is essential to remember that first and foremost he or she belongs to God,
and that as responsible stewards of their child’s life, parents are to do their utmost to raise the
child to know and love his or her true Father.50 Jesus consistently affirmed that the Christian
family must take precedence over the natural human family.51 It is therefore essential that all
parents realise that they are called to be fruitful ad extra in a further and even more essential
way than their “natural” role entails, by bringing their children to birth and maturity as divine
sons and daughters of God. As Pope John Paul II describes, in this way the communion of the
family which is rooted in natural bonds, “grows to its specifically human perfection with the
establishment and maturing of the still deeper and richer bonds of the spirit.”52
Once again, the sacrament of baptism occupies the preeminent place in this regard. Even
under the New Covenant, parents are not able to transmit the sacramental grace of their own
life to their children, and therefore have a particular responsibility to cooperate with the
institutional Church in this way.53 Nevertheless, Pope Pius XI insists that, even with respect to
baptism, parents share in the generation of the child as a son or daughter of God. He argues:
… although Christian spouses even if sanctified themselves cannot transmit
sanctification to their progeny… nevertheless, they share to some extent in the
blessings of that primeval marriage of Paradise, since it is theirs to offer their
offspring to the Church in order that by this most fruitful Mother of the children of
Once again, the generation of a child in this natural way is to be interpreted in its broader meaning. Foster and
adoptive parents generate the children in their care in a natural sense even though they are not the biological
parents of the children.
49 CSL, 244-245.
50 In the case of fostered or adopted children, the “earthly parents” of a child includes both the biological parents
of the child as well as his or her foster or adoptive parents.
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God they may be regenerated through the laver of Baptism unto supernatural justice
and finally be made living members of Christ, partakers of immortal life, and heirs
of that eternal glory…54
Despite their essential role in baptism, this is not the only way in which Christian parents are
to be fruitful ad extra in the generation of their children as children of God. In Familiaris
consortio, Pope John Paul II explains that the sacrament of marriage “consecrates” parents for
the Christian education of their children.55 He states:
… it calls upon them to share in the very authority and love of God the Father and
Christ the Shepherd, and in the motherly love of the Church, and it enriches them
with wisdom, counsel, fortitude and all the other gifts of the Holy Spirit in order to
help the children in their growth as human beings and as Christians.56
In this way, Pope John Paul II affirms that the Domestic Church is “both teacher and mother,
the same as the worldwide Church.”57 Christian parents are fruitful ad extra when the selfless
love, patience, kindness and generosity that characterises their mutual self-giving mysteriously
fosters the growth of these same virtues in their children. They are fruitful ad extra when their
own witness of faith gives their children the courage to also love, trust and seek God in their
lives through prayer and the sacraments. They are fruitful ad extra when, by their explicit
teaching and gentle correction, their children come to understand and value the need for
empathy, repentance, forgiveness and mercy. They are fruitful ad extra by their prayers for
their children even before they have met them.58 Once again, we can recognise innumerable
ways in which parents are fruitful ad extra in both the generation of children in a natural way,
but more importantly as children of God.59
All of this acquires particular significance in the context of a foster or adoptive family.
One of the most essential ways that sterile spouses are fruitful ad extra in a mission of this kind
is by nurturing the children in their care to grow in the sure knowledge that they are loved.
Whilst this is true of all children, those who have suffered from the loss or breakdown of a
relationship with their biological parents are in particular need of healing in this way. Sterile
spouses who have welcomed foster or adoptive children are generative by accompanying them
with gentleness, honesty and compassion as they navigate the complex emotions and
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circumstances of their relationship with their birth parents. So too, they are fruitful ad extra by
tending to the wounds of their experiences with unconditional love and acceptance and by the
ongoing, demonstrative affirmation of the child’s inherent dignity and worth. In the context of
a foster or adoptive family, the generation of the child as a son or daughter of God also acquires
particular significance. First, because it reveals to them their dignity as a child who will never
be forsaken by their heavenly Father;60 and second, because by the grace of baptism, the parents
and children in a foster or adoptive family are forged together as members of the Body of Christ
by a bond that is infinitely deeper than those of flesh and blood.61
6.2.2.2 Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christian Marriage Beyond the Family Circle when
Mission takes the Form Associated with Christian Marriage
So far, our discussion of the fruitfulness ad extra of sterile Christian spouses who have
embraced a mission that takes its form from the vocation of marriage has exclusively focused
on the fruitful generation that occurs within the family context. But is their union also fruitful
ad extra beyond the family circle? The answer is yes, but we must nevertheless proceed with a
degree of caution and with a reminder that the primary field of mission for all parents is the
family. We need only think of the dire consequences that can result when well-intentioned
parents forget this and instead expend their time and energy by busily rushing from one
charitable project to another, all the while mistakenly imagining that they are fulfiling a more
important aspect of the mission to which God has called them. In doing so they can neglect to
see that the light of faith is fading in the very midst of their own home and family. Balthasar
provides a clear warning in this regard:
The family… must not be led by the exaggerated apostolate of its individual
members to endanger the greater good of family love itself by an artificial
“openness” or a false activity – in Christian organisations, for instance.62
This does not mean that the fruitfulness ad extra of those with children is limited to the
immediate context of the family, but it does highlight the importance of a correct ordering of
the mission of those who have a family.
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As Balthasar teaches, the fruitfulness of conjugal love begins with the opening of the
spouses to God to receive whatever fruit He chooses to bestow upon them.63 For those who
have welcomed God’s gift of a foster or adopted child, the love of the family evolves from
spousal love to include also the mutual love of the parents and offspring. But just as the love
that swelled within the communion of husband and wife welcomed life beyond the Christian
spouses, so too the love that fills the family cannot be contained, and expands beyond the family
circle to bear fruit further in the world.64 But is this the fruitfulness ad extra of the spouses or
is it the fruitfulness of the family as a whole? On the one hand, the conjugal love of the spouses
permeates and characterises the love of the family to such an extent that it is impossible to
conceive of the fruitfulness of the family apart from that of the spouses. On the other hand,
since the union of man and woman now resides within and is subsumed by the family, it is
always by virtue of the family that conjugal love will henceforth bear fruit ad extra in the world.
Whichever way we look at it, we come to see that this aspect of the fruitfulness ad extra of the
spousal union reveals itself in and as the fruitfulness of the family. In addition, we see that a
rightly ordered mission presents no conflict between the fruitful generation of their own
children and the fruitful generation of the children of God beyond the family.
The Magisterium has provided insightful teachings to help families understand their
essential and fruitful mission in the world. We will not repeat what can otherwise be read in
these documents and instead refer the reader particularly to Part Three: The Role of the
Christian Family in Pope John Paul II’s Familiaris consortio65 and Chapter Five: Love Made
Fruitful in Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation Amoris laetitia.66 It suffices to recognise that as
members of the laity, sterile Christian spouses who welcome a mission of this kind bear fruit
in similar ways to those discussed in our previous section.67 As Pope Francis outlines:
By their witness as well as their words, families speak to others of Jesus. They
pass on the faith, they arouse a desire for God and they reflect the beauty of the
Gospel and its way of life. Christian marriages thus enliven society by their
witness of fraternity, their social concern, their outspokenness on behalf of the
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underprivileged, their luminous faith and their active hope. Their fruitfulness
expands and in countless ways makes God’s love present in society.68
Once again, the way in which the family bears fruit beyond itself acquires specific
significance in light of the fostering or adoption of children. In a particularly compelling way,
the deliberate opening of a Christian marriage to welcome a child in need of a family, attests to
the generosity of the spouses, their steadfast trust in God and His plans for their future, and a
readiness for self-giving love. Whilst all those with children bear witness in these ways, foster
and adoptive families provide an extraordinary image and reminder of the sacrificial love of
Christ, given in order that humanity might also delight in a relationship of adoption as children
of God. By simply living the reality of a loving family, the choice to adopt or foster can
therefore help to awaken the Christian community more fully to the generosity of God’s grace
and the loving intimacy that He desires to share personally with each individual.69 So too, the
deep affection, joy and care for one another that characterises these families, who are not forged
by natural ties, is a powerful example to the broader Christian family of the relationship that
they too are called to live and share as members of the Body of Christ.
6.2.2.3 A Comment on Fostering and Adoption by Sterile Christian Spouses
We conclude this section by noting that the fostering and adoption of children by sterile couples
can sometimes be greatly misunderstood. In some instances, Christian couples who discover
their inability to have a biological child, make the decision to adopt or foster on the basis of a
misplaced expectation or feeling that they must have a child in order to live a fulfiling life. In
light of our critical appraisal of the documents of the Magisterium in Chapter Two, we can see
that certain aspects of Church teaching may precipitate some aspects of this expectation. Whilst
God’s mission for sterile spouses can and often does manifest as a deep yearning to nurture a
child, it should never be the case that children are adopted or fostered simply because their
foster or adoptive parents felt that it was necessary for them to do so. Sterile spouses should be
particularly alert to the risk of feeling consumed by a need to possess a child and claim them as
their own belonging.70 In such cases, children are treated as commodities to be sought and
acquired for personal gain or to fulfil a sense of obligation, rather than as children of God in
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need of generous love and unconditional welcome. The decision to be fruitful ad extra in the
fostering or adoption of a child should always arise in response to God’s call to this mission for
His plan and His purposes.

6.2.3 Fruitfulness Ad Extra of Christian Marriage when Mission takes the
Form Associated with the Celibate Vocations
So far we have recognised that the mission (and therefore also the fruitfulness ad extra) of
sterile couples may take one of two primary forms: first, the form that is associated with the
general lay state; or second, the form that is associated with the “special potential” within the
lay state, namely the vocation of Christian marriage.71 In both of these cases, the mission takes
its form from an association with the lay state. In this section we see that, in exceptional cases,
it is also possible for the mission of sterile couples to take its form in a substantial way from
the mission that is associated with the celibate vocations even while the vocation of the couple
remains firmly rooted in the lay state.72
Balthasar asserts that the priestly and religious vocations have no “raison d’etre,”73 other
than for the service of the totality of Christians: their fruitfulness is always “for the Church.”74
He explains that:
It is their task unceasingly and in every possible way to procure, explain and
transmit to the fundamental state in the Church the fullness of divine grace. The
wealth that seems to be theirs belongs to them only for the sake of the whole
Church, which possesses it when it possesses Christ.75
He notes that this task coincides with a calling “not only out of the ‘world’ that lies outside the
Church,” which is common to the calling forth of all Christians, “but also out of the world
within the Church.”76 It requires one who is to respond to a mission of this form to renounce all
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75 CSL, 334.
76 CSL, 148.
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things77 not only spiritually, but also physically in order “at all times to be free and ready for
his only task.”78
In extraordinary cases, sterile Christian spouses may be called to a radical mission that
resembles the form of mission which is associated with the celibate vocations.79 That is, they
are to contribute in a specific and significant way “to procure, explain and transmit” the fullness
of divine grace to the community of believers.80 Although sterile couples cannot renounce their
sexual relationship, they can nevertheless renounce their wealth and freedom in a way that is
not possible for those who have the responsibilities of a family.81 To a significant extent, sterile
spouses are therefore able to step outside the world of natural ordinances in order to embrace a
mission of this form. 82 It is true that in many ways the sterile husband and wife are still
“divided” by their concern for each other and their concern for God, and yet as the sacramental
couple, they are able to respond to God as one by the self-giving of their union to Him.
Balthasar emphasises that the mission of those in the celibate vocations “answers a call
to a special – and, when it is properly lived out, especially fruitful – following of the Lord.”83
He suggests that like the Apostle Paul “in relation to his communities (1 Thess 2:7; Gal 4:19; 1
Cor 4:15),” the celibate man or woman “begets and gives birth in the Spirit, that is, the mutual,
fruitful love between Father and Son.”84 Balthasar identifies many examples of men and women
who have been abundantly fruitful in their mission, and in these we can discover the “range and
magnitude” of ways in which the children of God may be generated through missions of this
kind.85 On the one hand he highlights some of the great visible missions, like those of Benedict,
Francis and Ignatius who nurtured and fostered the Christian lives of many during their
lifetimes and thousands more through the orders they founded.86 On the other hand, he also
emphasises the abundantly fruitful but invisible missions, like that of a contemplative

Balthasar describes the unequivocal extent of this “all” (CSL, 148-154).
CSL, 359.
79 Although there are also significant differences between the forms of mission associated with each of the
celibate vocations, what is common to all of them – and it is in this that their significance lies for this thesis – is
that their fruitfulness is explicitly and exclusively “for the Church” (CSL, 234, 248).
80 CSL, 334.
81 To do so would contradict the total self-giving – body and soul – that is essential to Christian marriage.
82 We know that at least some of those called to a radical mission in the early Church were married. Although
this was a reflection of the cultural and religious norms of the time, it nevertheless affirms that being married
does not present an insurmountable obstacle if it is God’s will that a couple embrace a radical mission for the
Church (CSL, 156-157, 229).
83 MC, 107.
84 MC, 107; Cf. ST, 344-345; CSL, 282; FC, sec. 16.
85 PC, 280.
86 CSL, 356.
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Carmelite, whose prayers, charity and sacrifices are fruitful in ways that she will never know.87
In the context of sterile Christian marriages, one couple might discern the husband’s ordination
to the permanent diaconate, choosing to offer their married life in a sacrificial way for the
building up of faith communities wherever there is a need.88 Another couple might choose to
undertake a long-term missionary engagement in remote or dangerous regions, far from the
normal support of family and friends. Once again, there are many and varied ways in which
sterile couples who have welcomed a mission that takes its form in a significant way from the
celibate vocations can be fruitful ad extra in the generation of the children of God.
We will finish this section by highlighting the key difference between this form of mission
for sterile couples and the first form of mission that we described.89 In both cases, the couple
remains childless and their fruitfulness is therefore exclusively a sharing in the divine
fruitfulness of the cross. There nevertheless remains an essential distinction which Balthasar
brings into clear focus by comparing the obligations of the laity with those who are celibate.
He explains:
Lay persons are obliged to practice Christian love of God and neighbour as perfectly
as possible in their daily lives and so to shed a warm, deep and fruitful light upon
their surroundings. But they are not obliged by their general Christian mission to
exercise any further special or widely visible apostolate within the Church.90
In an analogous way, sterile couples who have chosen a mission that takes its form from the lay
state generate the children of God in the everyday context of their workplaces, families and
communities. In contrast, those couples who have embraced a mission that takes its form more
substantially from that associated with the celibate vocations have chosen to give their married
life for a more specific apostolate within the Church.91 Once again, we will finish with a word
of warning from Balthasar in this regard, who objects to the idea of “lay apostles” and argues
that the “best” way in which the laity are able to “reflect and further in some way the ecclesial
ministries of the priestly and evangelical states” is by translating the “spiritual pulses” that
emanate from these states into the secular sphere.92 We must therefore suggest that it is very

CSL, 356.
It is important to realise that the wife of the deacon is integral to the mission of the couple, not only through
the support that she gives to her husband, but in the many and various ways that they minister together to the
community (Cf. United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, National Directory for the Formation, Ministry
and Life of Permanent Deacons in the United States (Washington: USCCB Publishing, 2005), xx,
http://www.usccb.org/_cs_upload/8304_1.pdf).
89 See Section 6.2.1: Fruitfulness Ad Extra when Mission takes the Form Associated with the General Lay State.
90 CSL, 383.
91 CSL, 383.
92 CSL, 384.
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rare and by way of absolute exception that sterile couples are called to a form of mission of this
kind. Nevertheless, God is not afraid to make exceptions, nor is Balthasar unwilling to name
this in his writing93 and to a certain extent also live it in his own life.94

6.3 CONCLUSION
Despite articulating these “three forms of mission” to help us understand the fruitfulness ad
extra of sterile Christian spouses, we must nevertheless conclude by emphasising that a precise
categorisation of the form of mission for each unique couple is an impossible task. There will
be some who choose to engage in a number of short-term fostering arrangements throughout
their lives as well as periods of work as lay missionaries. There will be some who do not
physically renounce their wealth and freedom, but who nevertheless commit their lives in a
very definitive and all-encompassing way to leadership within lay organisations.95 There will
be those who generously commit hours together in prayer each day to intercede for the needs
of others, but who maintain very ordinary jobs in the secular world. It has not been the intention
of this chapter to establish a definitive system of classification, but rather to demonstrate the
extent and variety of ways in which sterile couples are able to be abundantly fruitful ad extra.
In describing the fruitfulness of the vocation of marriage and the celibate vocations, Balthasar
writes:
… both states live by the same love: the love of Christ, which is the paradigm of
every love. And both states are fruitful by virtue of this love because both bear in
themselves the principle of fecundity – namely, love itself, which is poured into our
hearts together with faith and hope.96
Every vocation and every mission is fruitful because of self-giving love: the love of God; the
love of Christ; the love communicated by the Holy Spirit; the conjugal love of husband and
wife. Irrespective of the form of mission chosen by a sterile couple, they can be assured that, if
self-giving love remains the guiding principle in their married life, their union will share in the
supernatural fruitfulness of the cross and bear fruit in abundance in the generation of the
children of God.
Cf. CSL, 236-237, 361-362, 377-378.
As we recognised previously, Balthasar saw himself as sharing in a “two in one vocation” or “double mission”
with the married Swiss mystic Adrienne von Speyr; he also left the Jesuit Order after an irreconcilable difference
created by his co-founding (with Speyr) of the secular Community of Saint John (CSL, 450; Hans Urs von
Balthasar, Our Task: A Report and a Plan, trans. John Saward (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 16, 19-20).
95 All must nevertheless renounce wealth in a spiritual sense.
96 CSL, 248.
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7 CHAPTER SEVEN: IMPLICATIONS OF THIS THESIS
In Chapter Two we saw that despite some recent progress, there continues to be a need for the
Magisterium to provide more constructive and substantial teaching on marital fruitfulness for
sterile Catholic couples. In the subsequent chapters we came to see that the writings of Hans
Urs von Balthasar on fruitfulness could be applied to construct a preliminary theological
response in a deeply Trinitarian and Christocentric way. In light of all that has been said in this
thesis, it is important to briefly highlight its implications for the teaching of the Magisterium
and the Church’s pastoral response to sterility.

7.1 A REVIEW OF SELECTED SECTIONS OF THE CATECHISM
Three main sections of the Catechism stand out as those which would benefit from some
changes: 1) The openness to fertility (§1652-1654); 2) The fecundity of marriage (§2366-2372);
and 3) The gift of a child (§2373-2379). It is not the intention here to remark on every relevant
paragraph or to attempt an exhaustive presentation of alterations that could be made. Rather,
the suggestions below simply aim to point toward the ways in which the teaching of the
Magisterium could more fully reflect the ideas presented in this thesis.

7.1.1 The Openness to Fertility (§1652-1654)
Despite the heading of this section of the Catechism, paragraphs 1652 to 1654 provide little by
way of explicit teaching on “openness to fertility” per se.1 Instead, paragraph 1652 emphasises
the ordering of marriage to procreation, and proclaims the great gift of a child; paragraph 1653
affirms the broader meaning of fruitfulness (ad extra) within the context of the family circle;
and paragraph 1654 demonstrates (at least in part) that conjugal love is also fruitful beyond the
family, and in ways that are particularly relevant for sterile spouses. This nuanced disharmony
between the heading and contents of this section presents an opportunity to make some minor
changes that both resolve this and also highlight important ideas from this thesis.
In particular, three primary alterations would be of value. First, a retitling of this section
to The openness to fruitfulness2 in order to: a) better reflect the different aspects of fruitfulness
1
2

“Fertility” has a very specific association with the act of procreation.
The word “fertility” is substituted for “fruitfulness” in the title.
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that are already presented to an extent in these paragraphs; and b) emphasise the fundamental
disposition of openness that is essential to every form of fruitfulness. Second, the introduction
of a new paragraph to precede paragraph 1652, with a deliberate focus on the relationship
between openness to God and the fruitfulness of marital love in every respect. This new
paragraph could recognise the specific implications of this with reference to fertility, but at the
same time, also assert the need for an attitude of grateful acceptance of, and indifference to, the
particular fruits that God chooses to bestow.3 Finally, paragraph 1654 could be expanded and
reshaped to more adequately represent the broader understanding of marital fruitfulness both
ad intra and ad extra.4

7.1.2 The Fecundity of Marriage (§2366-2372)
It is within the context of this section, on The fecundity of marriage, that there is the greatest
need for a more substantial presentation of the fruitfulness of conjugal love.5 Paragraphs 2366
to 2372 relate exclusively to procreative fruitfulness, which, as we have demonstrated in this
thesis, is but one aspect of “the fecundity of marriage” (albeit an exceptional one). In a section
that is so boldly titled, there is a particularly pressing obligation to more adequately demonstrate
that Christian marriage is fruitful ad intra and ad extra in a holistic sense, and revealed in many
and varied ways. It would be constructive to see two new paragraphs introduced at the
beginning of this section, outlining the fruitfulness ad intra of conjugal love and the fruitfulness
ad extra of conjugal love respectively.
The first paragraph (fruitfulness ad intra) could emphasise that conjugal love bears
abundant fruit within every Christian marriage by virtue of the sacramental grace that is
bestowed upon the couple. It could explain that husbands and wives are fruitful by their
complete self-giving to each other in the marriage covenant, by which they generate a new
transcendent unity: the sacramental couple. So too, it could give examples of some of the

In this way, the original heading would also be more fully addressed in this section.
Although the Catechism needs to provide more substantial and explicit teaching on the fruitfulness ad intra and
the fruitfulness ad extra of Christian marriage, it seems to be most appropriate to leave this for the section on
The fecundity of marriage. In the context of the present section (The openness to fertility / fruitfulness), it would
be more fitting to simply affirm that Christian spouses are abundantly fruitful both within and beyond their
marital union.
5 It appears as somewhat ironic that the aforementioned section on The openness to fertility includes paragraphs
that attest to a broader understanding of the fruitfulness of marriage, while this section on The fecundity of
marriage is so exclusively focused on openness to fertility and provides virtually no acknowledgement of
marital fruitfulness beyond procreation.
3
4
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interpersonal fruits that are generated by the conjugal love of the spouses and, in a particular
way, emphasise the most delightful of these as the fruit of joy.
The second paragraph (fruitfulness ad extra) could highlight that Christian spouses are
called to be fruitful by sharing in the mission of Christ and the Church, by virtue of their baptism
and as members of the Body of Christ. It could emphasise that most couples contribute to this
mission, first and foremost, by welcoming the gift of a biological child in accordance with the
natural order, and by cooperating with the Church – the fruitful mother of all Christians – in the
rebirth of the child by baptism. So too, it could emphasise that the fruitfulness of conjugal love
extends to the education of children, and then beyond the family circle through the many ways
in which the love of the spouses and the family expands and bears fruit in the world.
Importantly, this paragraph should also emphasise that sterile couples are able to become
“mothers” and “fathers” by cooperating with the Spirit in generating the children of God,
through the many and varied forms that their mission may take.

7.1.3 The Gift of a Child (§2373-2379)
Paragraphs 2373 to 2379 specifically address the issues of infertility and sterility. It appears
that the aim of these paragraphs is to provide explicit teachings about the use of reproductive
technologies, and to emphasise that every child is a gift to his or her parents, and not something
owed to them as a right. It is within the context of this section that the Magisterium could
provide a much more pastoral response for sterile couples. Paragraph 2373, which emphasises
“large families” as a “sign of God’s blessing and the parents’ generosity,” could be completely
removed from this section and placed in an alternative part of the Catechism.6 This paragraph
seems to be an unnecessarily poignant way to begin the only section of the Catechism that
specifically pertains to those struggling to have a family, let alone a “large” one. A more
constructive approach would be to start by affirming the inherent fruitfulness of all conjugal
love.
Paragraph 2379 could be reframed in a number of ways to better reflect the theology of
fruitfulness explored in this thesis. Given the significance of this paragraph, we will quote it
below in full, before highlighting some suggested changes:
The Gospel shows that physical sterility is not an absolute evil. Spouses who still
suffer from infertility after exhausting legitimate medical procedures should unite
6

CCC, 2373.
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themselves with the Lord's Cross, the source of all spiritual fecundity. They can
give expression to their generosity by adopting abandoned children or performing
demanding services for others.7
First, the initial sentence could be removed entirely, or otherwise replaced by one that reflects
the transformed meaning of fruitfulness under the New Covenant. Second, it would be
constructive to include a brief, but significant, elaboration on the “spiritual fecundity” of the
cross, and on the grace that enables human beings to share in this fruitfulness. It could be noted,
in particular, that this new fruitfulness enacted by Christ is distinct from, and surpasses,
procreative fruitfulness, and is therefore of significance for sterile couples. Third, the final
sentence could be altered to better reflect the understanding of fruitfulness that we have
articulated in this thesis. Finally, when specific examples are to be given, these should be
chosen in a strategic way, and framed within the context of mission and the fruitful generation
of the children of God.

7.2 PASTORAL IMPLICATIONS OF THIS THESIS
As we highlighted in the introduction to this thesis, sterility affects a substantial group within
the Catholic community. These are real people, living real human lives and searching faithfully
for a deeper understanding of their marital fruitfulness in the absence of biological children.
Furthermore, they are doing so in the context of a Church that overtly and unceasingly
proclaims the supreme gift of children, whilst simultaneously denouncing forms of reproductive
technologies that could make parenthood possible for otherwise sterile couples. Another voice
must therefore resound in the Church: one that can resonate in the hearts of all couples, but
particularly those who are sterile, because it declares the inherent fruitfulness of their conjugal
love.
This thesis helps to inform this voice in a very practical way, particularly as it is
communicated by those who minister in this area. We have come to see that, in Christ and by
the grace of the Spirit, all men and women are able to share in the inexhaustible fruitfulness of
divine love bestowed anew by the mystery of the cross. So too, we have argued that the
fruitfulness of Christian marriage is not revealed merely in the procreation of offspring, but
rather, by the abundance of fruit borne ad intra and ad extra of the self-giving love of spouses,
and known only to God in full. We therefore need our pre-marriage education programs to

7

CCC, 2379.
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witness to this holistic understanding of marital fruitfulness as it includes, but is more than
procreation, and is embedded deeply within the broader understanding of all Christian
fruitfulness. We need pre-marriage educators and mentors who are able to competently form
couples in the necessary disposition of openness before God, to receive and give thanks for
whatever fruits He chooses to bestow upon them. Those who have been entrusted with the
specific privilege of supporting, educating and guiding sterile spouses have a particular
responsibility in this regard. 8 They must therefore be especially well formed in their
understanding of marital fruitfulness, so that they can effectively accompany each unique
couple as they seek to open themselves to God’s grace and plans for their future. With this in
mind, we invite those who are involved in pre-marriage preparation and in the pastoral care of
sterile couples to look for opportunities to more effectively witness and minister in this essential
way.
The final words of this thesis are addressed to sterile Christian couples. The circumstances
of your married life may have taken you to the foot of the cross. But you stand there together,
and in the presence of Christ, whose death coincided with the highest fruitfulness of life. As
members of His Body, you share in this fruitfulness which is inexhaustible and superabundant.
So stand near the cross. Open your union to God in readiness and trust to receive the grace that
He will bestow upon you, and heed the words that God spoke through Jeremiah to the exiles in
Babylon:
“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and
not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call on me and
come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when
you seek me with all your heart.”9

8 Here, we refer not only to those working in particular ministries within the Church (e.g. Parish Priests, pastoral
associates, Natural Fertility Specialists etc.), but also to marriage counselors, psychologists, nurses and doctors,
as well as family members and friends who accompany sterile couples.
9 Jer 29:11-13.
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