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I n t r o d u c t i o n

The theme of marriage . . . deserves special atten-
tion. The message of the word of God may be 
summed up in the expression found in the Book of 
Genesis and taken up by Jesus Himself: “Therefore 
a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves 
to his wife, and they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24; 
Mk 10:7–8). What does this word say to us today? 
It seems to me that it invites us to be more aware of 
a reality, already well known but not fully appreci-
ated: that matrimony is a Gospel in itself, a Good 
News for the world of today, especially the dechris-
tianized world. The union of a man and a woman, 
their becoming “one flesh” in charity, in fruitful 
and indissoluble love, is a sign that speaks of God 
with a force and an eloquence which in our days has 
become greater because . . . marriage, in precisely 
the oldest regions evangelized, is going through a 
profound crisis. And it is not by chance. Marriage 
is linked to faith, but not in a general way. Mar-
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riage, as a union of faithful and indissoluble love, 
is based upon the grace that comes from the triune 
God, who in Christ loved us with a faithful love, 
even to the Cross. . . . There is a clear link between 
the crisis in faith and the crisis in marriage. And, as 
the Church has said and witnessed for a long time 
now, marriage is called to be not only an object but 
a subject of the new evangelization.

—Pope Benedict XVI, Homily for the Mass for the 
Opening of the Synod of Bishops, October 7, 2012

I wasn’t even a Catholic yet when I began studying theol-
ogy at a Catholic university. But it was there, at Marquette 

University in Milwaukee, that the seed was planted that has 
come to fruition in this book.

The moment came one day in a graduate seminar, “Reli-
gion and Society,” taught by a wonderful Jesuit priest, Fr. 
Donald J. Keefe. Now, I’m sure the class was interesting, 
but I don’t remember the specifics—except for one story. 
Fr. Keefe was lecturing on The Naked Public Square by Rev. 
Richard John Neuhaus (who was also not yet a Catholic). 
And then he stopped and stared out the window. As clear 
as anything I can remember him saying these words: “If 
Catholics would simply live the Sacrament of Matrimony 
for one generation, we would witness a transformation of 
society and have a Christian culture.”

Fr. Keefe shook himself out of his musing and returned 
to his lecture notes, apologizing for his digression. But I 
could not return my focus so easily. Fr. Keefe might have 
delivered the rest of the lesson in Swedish as far as I was 
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concerned; I had been transfixed by that offhanded sen-
tence. I could think of nothing else.

All we have to do to achieve the kind of culture we long 
for is live out the Sacrament of Marriage for a few decades? 
Could any diagnosis and prescription be simpler and more 
challenging than this? But it made so much sense. In mar-
riage we find the primordial human community, from which 
all other communities emerge. If we get marriage right, we 
can not only transform our families and parishes, we can 
transform the world.

I was utterly beguiled by this idea, and have been ever 
since—never more so than when I reflect on my own mar-
riage. At the time of Fr. Keefe’s musing, I was exploring the 
Catholic Church, much to the chagrin of my wife, Kim-
berly. We had some difficult times ahead as I embraced the 
Church and she remained skeptical. And yet, despite the 
challenges, nothing—nothing—in my life has brought the 
deep personal and spiritual fulfillment that marriage and 
family has.

Yes, I could see then and can see now—better than 
ever—how marriage could be the key to everything we want 
to build in our society and culture. But I can also see how 
daunting, how frightening, and how frustrating—and how 
unutterably beautiful—the blueprints can be. And so, as I 
look around at the living fruits of my marriage, I am filled 
with desire to get to work.

*         *         *

I’m not sure exactly when it happened, but at some point my 
role in my family shifted, and now I’m primarily a grandfa-
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ther. No father ever stops parenting his children, but I now 
have fifteen grandchildren scattered around the country; it 
is these beautiful children who occupy my thoughts when I 
reflect upon the future.

The timing of this book, then, is primarily inspired by 
my grandchildren. It’s impossible not to consider the future 
when you hear a newborn’s fussy cry. It’s impossible not 
to worry about the society that the next generations will 
inherit when you are mobbed by toddlers at Christmas. 
It’s impossible not to think about the future of the Church 
in our culture when you attend their Baptisms and First 
Communions.

Now, it’s popular to frame these concerns in the form 
of this question: “What kind of society will we leave to our 
children and grandchildren?” This is a worthy question to 
consider, to be sure, but I’m not sure it’s the first question 
that should occupy us—especially as Catholics trying to 
navigate an increasingly secular civilization. It’s the kind of 
question that can make you feel helpless and even despair-
ing against the apparent “forces of history.”

I remember a conversation with my wife  in which she 
expressed deep concern about the world we are handing 
down to our children. I responded that, in our role as 
parents, we are not charged with handing down an entire 
world or society or culture to our children, but simply the 
faith. So let us begin by focusing on what is close and dear 
to us. We can’t control the national or civilizational culture 
our children will inherit, but we can do everything in our 
power to ensure our children will inherit the true faith. 
We can’t control the nature of the society our children will 
have to contend with, but we can influence the nature of 
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the Catholic children our society will have to contend with. 
In other words, we are transmitting children to our society 
much more directly than we are transmitting a society to 
our children.

This is, therefore, a different sort of book for me. As 
always, you will find in these pages a focus on heaven and 
eternity, but more than ever I will work through the impli-
cations of Catholic teaching in the here and now—what 
it means to live an authentically Catholic life not just for 
our souls but for our society. This means I will also have to 
consider what kind of society most accords with authentic 
Catholic living.

*         *         *

My grandchildren may have inspired the concept for this 
book, but the foundations of its arguments have always 
been present in my other writings and throughout Church 
teaching. The fact is that I have come to believe strongly that 
I can no longer leave these implications unsaid. The Sacra-
ment of Matrimony may not be able to transform society in 
my lifetime, but for those carefree toddlers dancing around 
the Christmas tree, the beginnings of a more decent, more 
beautiful, more Catholic culture may still be possible.

Further, when I look beyond my family I see a culture in 
crisis from top to bottom. This isn’t a new development, as 
we will see later in this book. But the chronic symptoms of a 
degraded society have, in recent years, become much more 
acute. In eras of widely shared prosperity and security and 
good feelings, the social erosion effected by secularism and 
liberalism can be masked. But in eras of uncertainty and 
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instability, the weakened foundations of our shared life are 
uncovered—precisely when they are needed most.1

Many intelligent Christian writers in recent years have 
suggested perceptive diagnoses and creative courses of 
treatment for this malaise. All agree, though, that we have 
squandered our civilizational patrimony, frittering away 
the treasury of Christian culture accumulated through the 
centuries on such ill-conceived vanity projects as the sexual 
revolution and relativistic mass consumerism. This rejec-
tion of the storehouse of Christian values is one of the great 
tragedies of all of human history since the death and Resur-
rection of our Lord, and it continues slowly to unfold before 
our eyes.

While this book, like those works, is certainly a product 
of and a response to its time and place, I want, however, 
to stress the timelessness and universality of the ideas on 
which this book is based. What you’ll find in these pages is 
not so much a diagnosis of this moment, but a diagnosis of 
what has always been the case about human societies. It is 
not so much a prescription for a new course of action, but a 
prescription for what we could and should have always been 

1 Throughout this book, unless clearly indicated otherwise, the word 
“liberalism” will refer not to the politics associated with the American 
Democratic Party or the center-left, broadly speaking, but rather to 
the dominant theme of Western political thought since the Enlighten-
ment. Liberalism puts the rights and liberties of the individual at the 
center of the constellation of political values, displacing communal 
duties and pursuit of the common good. Liberalism therefore con-
ceives of society not as an organic whole with various goods that are 
proper to that whole, but as a collection of autonomous individuals 
pursuing their own goods. Secularism is an accelerant for liberalism, 
eroding the Christian emphasis on truth, love, and service that made 
liberal societies humane and sustainable.
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doing in good times and bad. It is not so much a discov-
ery of new ways of living, but a rediscovery of the resources 
we have always had with which to build beautiful and sus-
tainable Christian communities—not just niches tenuously 
preserved for us by secular benefactors, but entire societies 
consecrated to Christ.

*         *         *

If this sounds unrealistic, maybe even extravagant, that’s 
because it is. But the unmerited grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ mediated through His bride, the Church, is by any 
human standard unrealistic and extravagant. Ultimately, 
any “solution” to the problems of this world must begin and 
end with that grace.

To be clear, then, this is not an optimistic book. It does 
not propose that a new dawn of Christian civilization is just 
around the corner. It does not suggest that if we squint and 
look in just the right light, we will see that the twenty-first 
century is setting up to be a wonderful moment for faithful 
Catholics in the West. It does not trade in clichéd slogans 
and easy assurances that wrap naïveté in the twisted garb of 
false confidence.

This is, rather, a hope-filled book. It is about God’s 
grace, the love of Christ, and the life-giving truth of the 
Church—that which endures and cannot be diminished by 
social conditions or the supposed “forces of history.” It is 
about that divine patrimony that can never be exhausted 
and to which, since the advent of the New Covenant, we 
have always had and will always have access—should we 
choose to remain in God’s friendship. This book, therefore, 
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is fixated on God, the source of hope, because to let our gaze 
wander is to court despair. 

That hope, ultimately, is the hope of heaven—a hope 
that is realized every time we celebrate the Marriage Supper 
of the Lamb. The challenge proposed in this book is to bring 
the superabundance of grace that bubbles forth from the 
sacramental life of the Church into our families, our com-
munities, our society, and our civilization. The same power 
that can transform souls can transform the world. It’s up to 
us to bring it to fruition.


