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Good communication, as the ability to exchange precise meanings, leads couples to a 

deeper mutual understanding and works as a key to enhancing marital intimacy and 

satisfaction. Communication has been a fundamental issue, particularly for first generation 

Korean-American couples who have been challenged by the pressure of adapting to the new 

cultural situation of living in the United States. While still constrained by a strong tendency 

to maintain Confucian paradigm of marital communication and thereby avoid dialogue, 

these couples have felt the growing need both for effective communication that deals with 

tensions and conflicts among themselves and for real dialogue that results in a healthier 

marriage.  

The Trinitarian mode of marital communication, which is derived from the marriage 

analogy of the Trinity, could serve as a Catholic ideal of marital communication. As 

characterized by the triple interaction of silence, listening, and dialogue in conformity with 

God’s Trinitarian communion of love among God, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, it will help 

Catholic Korean-American couples share their life and love together “in the Lord” at a 

deeper level and enhance mutual understanding and intimacy in the Second Vatican 

Council’s vision of marriage as “the intimate community of life and love.” 

A Trinitarian Couple Communication that employs “reflection, validation, and 



 

 

empathy” and involves the perspective of silence, of listening, and of dialogue may function 

as a workable model for daily use to help couples reduce misunderstanding and unnecessary 

conflicts among themselves and gain more satisfaction and intimacy in marital relationships. 

This Project in Ministry was carried out in two parts. Accordingly, Part One laid the 

theoretical foundation for the Project by researches in Catholic Theology of Marriage, 

Marriage in Traditional Korean Confucianism, Korean-American Marriage in the Challenge 

of Cultural Transition, and a Catholic Ideal of marital Communication. Upon this 

foundation, Part Two designed, implemented, and evaluated through surveys the actual 

retreat program. This Project in Ministry may serve as an effective and workable 

educational model to enrich marital communication, particularly for Catholic Korean-

American couples who have alienated themselves from the existing marriage programs 

because of the language and cultural barrier.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 ii

 
 
 
This Project by Duyoung Jung fulfills the dissertation requirement for the doctoral 
degree in Doctor of Ministry approved by Charles G. Gravenstine, D. Min., as Director, and 
by Charles Jones, Ph. D., and Lucinda A. Nolan, Ph. D as Readers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                         _________________________________________ 
                             Charles G. Gravenstine, D. Min., Director 
 
 
 
 
                             _________________________________________ 
                             Charles Jones, Ph. D., Reader 
 
 
 
 
                             _________________________________________ 
                             Lucinda A. Nolan, Ph. D., Reader  

 

 



 

 iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

INTRODUCTION················································································································· 1 

 

PART ONE 

        RESEARCH ON THEORETICAL FOUNDATION OF THE PROJECT ..............3 

 

CHAPTER I: CATHOLIC THEOLOGY OF MARRIAGE··················································· 4 

  
Love and Marriage as a Community-Oriented Human Realities···························· 5 
Marriage as a Covenant of Love and Life···························································· 17 
The Sacramentality of Marriage ·········································································· 23 
The Indissolubility of Marriage ··········································································· 38 
Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry············································ 48 

 

CHAPTER II: MARRIAGE IN TRADITIONAL KOREAN CONFUCIANISM ··············· 51 

 
Confucian Transformation of Korea ···································································· 51 
Confucian Ideal of Life and Values······································································ 61 
Women in Confucian Ideology ············································································ 65 
Confucian Ideal of Married Life ·········································································· 73 
Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry············································ 79 

 

CHAPTER III: KOREAN-AMERICAN MARRIAGE: THE CHALLENGE OF 
CULTURAL TRANSITION······································································ 81 

 
Third Wave of Korean Immigrants to the United States······································· 82 
Typical Mode of Acculturation to American Society ··········································· 85 
Cultural Characteristics and Value System ·························································· 90 
Power Shifts in Gender Roles and Marital Conflicts ··········································· 93  
Paradigm of Marital Communication ································································ 100 
Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry·········································· 102 



 

 iv

CHAPTER IV: A CATHOLIC IDEAL OF COMMUNICATION IN MARRIAGE AS A 
COMMUNITY OF LIFE AND LOVE ···················································· 105 

 
Communication as the Key to Marital Intimacy ················································ 105 
A Marriage Analogy of the Trinity····································································· 112 
A Trinitarian Mode of Marital Communication ················································· 118 
Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry·········································· 137 

 

CONCLUSION················································································································· 139 

 

PART TWO 

      DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION, AND EVALUATION OF THE PROJECT.........141 

 

CHAPTER V: DESIGN OF THE WEEKEND RETREAT ··············································· 142 

 

The Form of the Weekend Retreat ····································································· 142 
The Groups of Participating Couples································································· 144 
The Venues of the Weekend Retreat ·································································· 147 
The Construction of the Weekend Retreat ························································· 150 

 

CHAPTER VI: IMPLEMENTATION··············································································· 153 

 
Session One ······································································································· 153 
Session Two······································································································· 155 
Session Three ···································································································· 157 
Session Four ······································································································ 159 

 

CHAPTER VII: EVALUATION ······················································································· 165 

 
Developmental Survey ······················································································ 165 
Surveys of the Candidate and the Retreat Program; Suggestions······················· 167 



 

 v

GENERAL CONCLUSION······························································································ 173 

 

APPENDICES .....................................................................................................................175 

 
Appendix 1.  The Weekend Retreat Program··················································· 175 
Appendix 2.  Couple Registration Form ·························································· 177 
Appendix 3.  The Letter of the Heart ······························································· 178 
Appendix 4.  A Manual for a Trinitarian Couple Communication ··················· 179 
Appendix 5.  Developmental Survey ······························································· 180 
Appendix 6.  Surveys of the Candidate and the Retreat Program; Suggestions182 
Appendix 7.  Participants’ Developmental Survey Scale ································· 184 
Appendix 8.  Evaluation Scales of the Candidate and the Retreat Program ····· 188 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY................................................................................................................190  

 



                                              

1 

  INTRODUCTION 

 

This Project in Ministry is a product of efforts to seek a marriage educational program 

for first generation Korean-American couples who hunger for intimate relations between 

themselves. The Project candidate’s pastoral studies for several years at the Catholic 

University of America and pastoral experiences at St. Andrew Kim parish helped identify 

the great necessity of such a program and consequently led to the birth of this Project in 

Ministry. 

As first generation Catholic Korean-American couples, unlike second generation 

Korean-American couples, still have a tendency to maintain the traditional Confucian male 

and female roles in their married lives, their marriages are strongly challenged by the 

pressure of adapting to the new cultural situation of living in the United States. Accordingly, 

husbands quite often feel frustrated by what they perceive as their wives’ refusal to accept 

the female role. Korean-American wives, for their part, often feel an acute sense of 

inequality and a sense of being overburdened with the demands of the traditional Korean 

wife’s role. These findings from the Project candidate’s counseling experiences with those 

couples underscore the urgent need of a real dialogue for a healthier marriage, particularly 

in dealing with tensions and conflicts between wives finding their voice against gender 

inequality and husbands complaining of their perceived degradation in status. 

Therefore, in anticipation of the Catholic model of a marital communication 

enrichment program, from which those couples who resolve to deal with their marital issues 

through a real dialogue would benefit, this Project in Ministry was carried out in two parts. 

The first part is dedicated to laying the theoretical foundation of the Project, while the 
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second part is the development of the marital communication enrichment retreat. 

Accordingly, the first part of the Project in Ministry consists of four chapters dealing with 

the Catholic theology of marriage, traditional Korean marriages, Korean-American 

marriages, and the Catholic ideal of marital communication. Acting in concert, the second 

part explains in three chapters how the retreat program was designed, implemented, and 

evaluated.  

This Project in Ministry will serve as a workable model to educate first generation 

Catholic Korean-American couples in building genuine communication to make their 

marital relationships more productive and meaningful, particularly those couples who have 

alienated themselves from various marriage programs available here in the United States 

because of the language and cultural barrier.     
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PART ONE 

RESEARCH ON THEORETICAL FOUNDATION OF THE PROJECT 

      

Part One will investigate the theoretical foundation for the Project in Ministry. It is 

composed of four chapters that basically build on each previous chapter so that the chapters 

are organically interwoven. 

The Catholic theology of marriage is placed in the first chapter not only to serve as a 

link to the next chapter but also to give the big picture in which the remaining chapters 

should be contextualized as they establish the logic for their parts. Parallel to the Catholic 

theology of marriage, the second chapter reviews the Confucian value system in the Korean 

tradition, which has exerted great influence on Korean culture and on the relationships of 

married couples in particular. How this long-practiced paradigm of Korean marriage has 

influenced first generation Korean-American couples is the topic of the third chapter. In 

other words, not only the challenges but also the hunger for marital satisfaction that first 

generation Korean-American couples have experienced will be identified and explained. 

Upon the basis of all these findings, the fourth chapter seeks a Catholic ideal of marital 

communication, particularly for marriage as the community of life and love. For this ideal, 

communication as a key factor to marital satisfaction and intimacy will be introduced and 

explained in the first place. Based on this development, a Trinitarian mode of marital 

communication in conformity to the marriage analogy of the Trinity will be sought and 

explored, particularly in terms of silence, listening, and dialogue. And in conclusion, an 

overall observation on Part One, the theoretical foundation of the Project, will be given. 
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Chapter 1 

CATHOLIC THEOLOGY OF MARRIAGE  

 

Chapter One will serve not only as a prelude to part one of the Project but also as an 

exposition of the key concept on which the Project as a whole will be based. This chapter is 

made up of five sections. In the first section, love and marriage are presented as human 

realities that are closely related to each other, specifically in the Christian sense; their 

biblical and theological implications and their community-oriented characteristics will be 

examined. The second section will explain the biblical understanding of covenant and its 

integration into the Catholic Church’s understanding of marriage as the community of life 

and love, particularly in light of the Second Vatican Council, which defines marriage 

primarily as “a covenant of love”1 rather than a contract made with the mutual consent of 

spouses. The sacramentality of marriage is the topic of the third section, in which the 

sacramental dimension of marriage as the community of life and love will be illuminated 

from the perspective of Christ’s covenant with the Church. In the fourth section there will 

be an explanation of marriage as an indissoluble reality since marriage is sealed as the 

permanent community of life and love by the Holy Spirit through the covenant of Christ 

with the Church. The final section will summarize the previous discussions and suggest 

some connections with the Project in Ministry.    

 

 
                                                 

1. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes), ed., 
Austin Flannery, in Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents 
(Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1987), n. 50. The Latin title of the 
Constitution is used for all subsequent citations in the text and the footnotes. 
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Love and Marriage as Community-Oriented Human Realities 

 

There is no other human reality on which most people rely “for personal happiness and 

fulfillment” throughout their life than love, particularly “a love that is made lasting in 

marriage and family life” in which all aspects of life are so intimately connected and  

shared with each other.2 Although love does not always presuppose marriage in order to be 

perfected, especially for those who choose to live in celibacy “for the sake of the kingdom 

of heaven,”3 marriage always needs love since marriage without love is nothing but simply 

living together under the same roof and will soon become a burden for spouses to carry. In 

this sense, love and marriage, both understood as fundamental realities intrinsic to human 

nature, cannot be mutually exclusive but rather must work for each other to establish “the 

intimate partnership of life and the love which constitutes the married state.”4  

In order for Catholic married couples to live a meaningful life together in both the 

human and the Christian sense, answers to the following questions are required: What is the 

real meaning of love in the Christian context and what is the Christian (Catholic in 

particular) understanding of marriage? To answer these questions, the teachings of Scripture 

and the Catholic theology of marriage should take into consideration the findings of both 

the human sciences and human experiences about love and marriage. Yet this does not mean 

                                                 
2. Walter Kasper, Theology of Marriage, trans. David Smith (New York: The Seabury 

Press, 1980), 1. 
 

3. Mt 19:12 (New American Bible). All subsequent biblical citations in the text and the 
footnotes are taken from Donald Senior et al.’s The Catholic Study Bible (New American 
Bible) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).  
 

4. Gaudium et Spes, n. 48. It is also translated as “the community of life and love” in 
Walter Abbott’s version of the Vatican II documents and in some papal documents.  
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that the notions of love and marriage become manifest by scientific arguments based on the 

findings of human sciences such as psychology, sociology, biology, cultural anthropology, 

and medicine, or should adjust themselves to the growing pressure of common sense and 

social consciousness in sympathy with human experiences.5 Therefore, in order for the 

questions about the real meaning of love and marriage to be properly answered, the 

theology of marriage should accommodate the findings of human experience and the social 

sciences and also reach beyond their scope to the divine origin of love and marriage in the 

Bible narratives. In this regard, the following discussions will investigate the nature of love 

and marriage from the perspectives both of the biblical accounts and Christian faith and of 

human experiences so that a deeper meaning of love and marriage can be secured in the 

Christian sense, particularly from the challenge of the modern world to love and marriage.  

 

Love 

 

Love reveals its nature in the Bible narratives and human experience. The Bible 

portrays human beings as created in “the image of God”6 to participate by living in 

relationship with others in the Being of God in the scene of creation. This could even 

suggest that human beings have to live their lives the way God lives God’s own. Therefore, 

as “God is love,”7 love accordingly becomes human nature. In that love, human beings feel 

connected to each other. Living in relationship becomes then the way for them to love each 

                                                 
5. Ibid., n. 3, n. 10, n. 22, n. 40, n. 42, n. 62; Kasper, Theology of Marriage, 3.   
 
6. Gn 1:26-27.  

 
7. 1 Jn 4:7-21. 
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other in communion. 

The Bible shows this communion-oriented nature of love from the very beginning of 

human creation when Adam acclaims Eve: “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh 

of my flesh.”8 As they only exist in their bodies, so they exist in their mutual relationship. 

They cannot be fully-realized persons if isolated from each other, as suggested from this 

biblical account: “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit 

for him.”9 The second chapter of Genesis thus describes not only the original solitude of 

human beings (male and female) but also the original inclination to the unity of man and 

woman. This original link between human solitude and human inclination to unity is 

reaffirmed by Pope John Paul II when he states that “solitude is the way that leads to 

unity.”10 By this statement, he suggests that human solitude is presented as the significant 

element of the transcendence intrinsic to the person that leads to a community, the unity of 

man and woman.  

Unity is what the Second Vatican Council defines as “communio personarum”11 

(communion of persons) in which human beings become a community fulfilling “the image 

of God” (Gn 1:26-27). As “God is not reflected as an individual but always as a 

community,”12 so are human beings. Therefore, the Yahwist text (Gn 2:18-24), though not 

                                                 
8. Gn 2:23.  

 
9. Gn 2:18 
 
10. John Paul II, The Theology of The Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan (Boston, 

MA: Pauline Books & Media, 1997), 45.  
 
11. Gaudium et Spes, n. 12. 
 
12. Walter Brueggemann, Genesis: An Interpretation (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 

1982), 34. 
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speaking directly about ‘the image of God’ as does the Elohist text (Gn 1:26-28), signifies 

God’s call of human beings to participate in ‘the image of God’, within which the 

integration of the male and female relationship will be established.13 Thus these narratives 

reveal this communion-oriented characteristic, the very nature of love that always aims for 

the building of a community bigger than the two in love. 

This nature of love becomes manifest also from the perspective of Christian faith. 

Historically, the nature of love has been shaped by different times and cultures. In classical 

Greek, according to Dawn, agape was the least valued because it suggested a disinterested 

love, while philia (a friendship love) was much more highly treasured since it emphasizes 

the cultivation of common interests. On the other hand, eros (an erotic love) easily 

entangled one in intemperance but was valued as having little connection with 

philanthropia (an affectionate love for human beings) from which our common word for 

charity derives.14 Yet, the notion of agape was adopted by the earliest Christians to describe 

the inexplicable love of God for human beings, in which they are called to love one another. 

However, people today often use the word ‘love’ in a superficial or sentimental way; for 

example, to describe human passions for, adhesion to, and even obsession with something 

or someone. Whatever notion of love has varied with the changes of time, it only reveals 

itself as communion-oriented human reality. Love is, in other words, a human reality in 

which two have a strong emotional tendency to keep connected with each other for a 

significant span of time.  

                                                 
13. John Paul II, Theology of The Body, 46; Marc Cardinal Ouellet, “Theological 

Perspectives on Marriage,” trans. D. C. Schindler, Communio 31 (Fall 2004): 422. 
 
14. Marva J. Dawn, Sexual Character: Beyond Technique to Intimacy (Grand Rapids, 

MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), 65. 
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Human beings by nature need others not only in the beginning of life but also on the 

journey of life to become fully-realized persons. For example, spouses should satisfy needs 

such as friendship, trust, respect, safety, understanding, forgiveness, and acceptance since 

they live together as the community of life and love. Without love for each other, however, 

those satisfied needs may become meaningless or not life-giving. Only in a committed love 

can the real life of both be shared. Then a husband and wife become a ‘we’ to accompany 

each other on life’s journey: as a ‘we’ they reveal themselves without fear to each other; 

they trust and help each other when things go wrong; they encourage and sustain each other 

to keep going; they respect and accept each other as they are; they always forgive each other 

whenever needed; they rejoice even at a small achievement on their lifelong journey 

together. In such a love, they move toward each other as a husband and wife living together 

for life. Although love often starts from one partner’s taking the initiative, it always needs to 

be communicated and shared for fruition between lovers. In a word, they fall in love with 

each other. 

Loving is different from liking. The former is communion-oriented while the latter is 

self-centered. To like means to receive something as I think it favors me. But to love means 

even to transcend myself, as well as to relate myself to something as it exists in itself. That 

is, “to love her is to love her as she is in her absoluteness apart from me,”15 while to like 

her is to like her as she is ‘for’ me. Of its very nature, love treasures without condition what 

is really ‘other’ in the beloved as its own and commits itself ever anew to ‘the otherness’ of  

 

                                                 
15. Michael G. Lawler, Marriage and Sacrament: A Theology of Christian Marriage 

(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1993), 5.  
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the beloved.16 It is through the interaction between these two unique selves that love can be 

reciprocated. It is also in such a mutual love that a ‘we’ is formed. In other words, the 

mutual love between two unique but equal selves creates the intimate communion in which 

a unique you and a unique I become an organic ‘we’, not a simple fusion of two selves, nor 

a merging of one into the other, but “one body” (Gen 2:24).17 In the holistic unity of human 

bodies, souls, minds, and spirits as reflected in the ‘one body’, human love becomes “part of 

that wholeness and integrally related to every other aspect of human beings.”18 In that 

communion of love, human beings share in common their own thoughts, feelings, dreams, 

possessions, joys, sorrows, sufferings, fears, bodies, and whatever is considered to be 

important for their community. Saint Paul understands spouses’ mutual submission and 

commitment to each other from this perspective of communion of love and even links it to 

Christ’s love for his Church as he argues that spouses’ devotion to each other should be the 

sign of a husband’s love for his wife and of a wife’s love for her husband, a love which is 

out of the very love of Christ for his Church.19 For Dawn, as they become ‘one body’ in a 

committed love in a new freedom of love in Christ, marriage partners recognize that “their           

 

                                                 
16. Karl Rahner, Marriage as a Sacrament, vol. X of Theological Investigations, trans. 

David Bourke (New York: The Seabury Press, 1977), 208.  
 
17. Donald Senior et al., eds. The Catholic Study Bible, 6. The Catholic Bible exegetes 

envisage marital union from this word: “One body” literally means “one flesh”; Classical 
Hebrew has no specific word for “body”; The sacred writer stresses the fact that conjugal 
union is willed by God as he writes that “a man leaves his father and mother and clings to 
his wife, and the two of them become one body.” (Gen 2:24)   

 
18. Dawn, Sexual Character, 21. 
 
19. Eph 5:21-33. 
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new freedom in Christ does not negate the call to mutual submission.”20 In other words, a 

man and woman in love are set free in Christ not only to be equal but also to submit to each 

other in the mutuality of imaging God without the loss of self-identity so that they may 

create beyond their communion a community which arises from and is sustained by total 

self-giving in a committed love, particularly through marriage.  

 

Marriage 

 

What is marriage in the Christian perspective? Marriage and love both as human 

realities cannot be separated from each other. The Christian understanding of love that has 

been so far examined through Bible stories and the human sciences and experiences makes 

most sense in the reality of marriage. Accordingly, the Second Vatican Council sees this 

most humanized form of love in married love: “Married love is an eminently human love 

because it is affection between two persons rooted in the will and it embraces the good of 

the whole person.”21 By this statement, the Council suggests that as love has been so 

precious a constituent of human life without which nothing of human society is possible, so 

must marriage also be cherished as a valuable human reality because marriage should be the 

product of human love exchanged in freedom and will, not only for personal fulfillment but 

also for the continuation of human society that is a part of God’s plan of creation and 

salvation. With this vision, the Council gives a glimpse of marriage’s divine origin in God’s 

plan for human creation and redemption.  

                                                 
20. Dawn, Sexual Character, 47. 
 
21. Gaudium et Spes, n. 49.  



 

 

12

From this perspective of God’s divine plan for the benefit of humanity, the following 

discussion will center on how marriage has been incorporated into all human values, 

including love within the scope of creation and redemption. In addition, the modern 

understanding and patterns of marriage are briefly introduced as a background from which 

the new paradigm of the Catholic Church’s understanding of marriage emerged, a 

remarkable change that was achieved in the Second Vatican Council by defining marriage as 

the community of life and love. 

The most all-embracing form of personal bond between a man and a woman in love is 

marriage, in which two persons of their own free will join together at a deeper level in the 

most intimate way and realize thereby independent personal existence. Among all forms of 

human relationship, according to Kasper, marriage is the only reality “to embrace the whole 

person of both partners in all their dimensions.”22 It is undisputable that marriage plays a 

fundamental role as the only secure place in which human love finds its full meaning.  

In history, however, there has been constant controversy concerning marriage as a 

human reality. Whatever the controversies, it was Thomas Aquinas who “integrated 

marriage into a total Christian understanding of humanity and the world in an attempt to 

express in an all-embracing form a classical Christian view of all human values, including 

those of marriage.”23 In conformity with Augustine’s doctrine of the three goods of 

marriage, such as “proles (offspring), fides (fidelity), and sacramentum (the sacrament),” 

Thomas established the human dignity of marriage.24 In other words, by Thomas’s 

                                                 
22. Kasper, Theology of Christian Marriage, 16. 
 
23. Ibid., 7-8. 

 
24. Augustine, De Bono Coniugali 24, 32, PL 40; Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 



 

 

13

integration of these three goods of marriage into the total meaning of human life, marriage 

became a human reality embracing human love or sexuality and was thereby placed at the 

service of humankind by begetting descendents.  

Particularly, in answer to the Albigensian charge against marriage, Thomas, supposing 

that anything natural to human beings is a good of God’s creation, insists that marriage is 

indeed a human reality so natural and good that human beings by nature have an inclination 

to it not simply for sexual activity but also for the procreation and nurture of children.25 

Marriage should thus be open to procreation. However, this fruitfulness of marriage can not 

be justified purely on the basis of biology but also on the inner essence of personal love 

itself.26 Therefore, a child should be treasured as the fulfillment of personal love, not 

simply as a fortuitous biological addition to the shared love. In this regard, love as such 

fulfils its own value and meaning even in childless marriage, unless it becomes deliberately 

closed in on itself and consciously excludes fruitfulness for purely selfish reasons. Then, in 

turn, this human love and faithfulness becomes “a sign of God’s love for human beings and 

faithfulness to the covenant in Jesus Christ and is incorporated into humanity’s orientation 

                                                                                                                                                      
Supplementum Question 49 (Bona Matrimonii), Article 1-6. The doctrine of three goods of 
marriage was officially adopted into the 1917 Code of Canon (Can. 1013, 1) as three ends 
of marriage in hierarchy, and also into the Second Vatican Council (Gaudium et Spes, n. 48) 
and the 1983 Code of Canon (Can. 1055, 1), but as three ends of marriage with no 
specification of any of these ends as primary or secondary.  

 
25. Theodore Mackin, What is Marriage? (Ramsey, NJ: Paulist Press, 1982), 179; 

Thomas Aquinas, The Commentaries on Peter Lombard’s Books of Sentences, Book Four, 
Distinction 20, Question 1, Article 1; Summa Theologae, Suplementum, Question 41, 
Article 1-4. Thomas argues that since the human race as created by God is in its nature good, 
the marriage act of begetting children to keep the human race in existence must of its nature 
be also good, as he refutes the Albigensian charge that marriage and the marriage act are of 
evil and sin. 
 

26. Kasper, Theology of Christian Marriage, 18.  
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towards God as the ultimate ground and objective of its existence by the sacramental sign of 

marriage.”27 It is absolutely undeniable that the Church as well as Western culture has been 

greatly indebted to this teaching of Thomas Aquinas for the establishment of the Christian 

values of love and marriage in the world.  

However, it is also true that the total Christian understanding of marriage established 

by Thomas has confronted controversial issues such as what primarily constitutes marriage, 

whether marriage by definition is contract or not, what role the Church should play for 

marriage, and so on as marriage has been established as a sacrament of the Church.28 Since 

the further explanation of these controversies is beyond the scope of this study, it is 

appropriate here to introduce the attack of secularization on the Church’s understanding of 

marriage, which has dominated in recent centuries. Particularly in our time of division 

between marriage and the family, marriage has become less and less dependent on social 

determinants and reduced to personal relationships based exclusively on mutual love 

between spouses. So marriage has become more deeply personalized than ever but functions 

as providing couples with a refuge from a growing domination and even brutalization of 

public life in modern times.29 Ironically, this is one of the important reasons that marriage 

as an institution has survived regardless of all the questionings of and threats against it.  

To whatever extent personalized marriage has contributed to the survival of marriage 

as an institution, there is certainly the danger that the privatization of marriage as the 

personalization of marriage goes to extremes. As the marital relationship is restricted to the 

                                                 
27. Ibid., 8. 
 
28. For details, see Mackin, What is Marriage?, 192-247.   
 
29. Kasper, Theology of Christian Marriage, 10.  
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exclusively private sphere by the removal of its social and biological dimensions, marriage 

may be set free from any moral obligations to society as a whole. So there has been a great 

deal of discussion concerning marriage based on free love, experimental marriage, and 

companionate marriage since the first half of the early 1900s. In addition, there also has 

been a movement, the so-called sexual revolution, which worked toward both liberation 

from the institutionalized human sexuality and dissociation from the social obligations of 

fertility and procreation. More dangerous than this recent trend, however, is the fact that 

“the privatization of marriage does not necessarily lead to its personalization, so that 

marriage may be more exposed to and unprotected from influences exerted by the current 

norms of society and public life, and finally may end by becoming a totally depersonalized 

phenomenon.”30  

Dangers, however, may work as opportunities. The question that arose in this context 

was whether the Church’s new understanding of marriage could be successfully developed 

as the means of inculturation without breaking radically with the traditional Catholic 

teachings about marriage. As an urgent need for all marriages to be aided, maintained, and 

promoted by the Church was growing, this question was answered by the landmarks of 

Church history that arose from Gaudium et Spes of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), 

defining marriage as an intimate community of life and love within which partners give and 

accept each other.31 By light of this conciliar document, the objective and institutional 

aspects of marriage were illuminated in a new way and subordinated to the more dynamic 

personal view of marriage in which marriage is preferably seen as the intimate partnership 
                                                 

30. Ibid., 11-12. 
 
31. Charles P. Kindregan, A Theology of Marriage: A Doctrinal, Moral, and Legal 

Study (Milwaukee, WI: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1967), 18-19. 
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of life and love, although this endeavor suffered a setback in 1968 as the second part of the 

Pope Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae returned to the earlier static and biological view 

of marriage in dealing with the permitted methods of birth control.  

To sum up the whole discussion so far of love and marriage, love is a human intrinsic 

reality, the only means by which God reveals Self to human beings. By this love, human 

beings were created ‘in the image of God’ and called to share that love with God as well as 

among themselves to build up their own community on earth. According to Gaudium et 

Spes, marriage as the community of life and love is also a human reality of divine origin, in 

which an intimate partnership of love is most profoundly realized and perpetuated for the 

whole of the spouses’ lives. As Friedrich Nietzsche defines marriage “as the will of two to 

create the one that is more than those who create it,”32 the real shape of marriage consists in 

its communion-oriented nature. Gaudium et Spes’ understanding of marriage, however, was 

the result of the adaptation and response of the Church to the times and situations in which 

the Church has lived.33 As with other areas of Church life, marriage thus has existed in 

historical form as open to all social and historical changes. Therefore, the problem left for 

the Church was how to develop a deeper personal view of marriage into which all the 

different aspects of marriage would be integrated.  

Accordingly, the Church has taken an epochal step, known as biblical anthropology, 

                                                 
32. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Part I, The Speeches of Zarathustra 

(On Child and Marriage), trans. Graham Parkes (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005) 
61; Jörg Splett, “Evangelical Counsels in Marriage?” Communion 31 (Fall 2004): 404. 
Splett argues that Nietzsche along with Marx and Freud had “an a priori suspicion of 
nobility, of the willingness to sacrifice, and of magnanimity; a deep mistrust of any talk 
about ‘great love’, especially of a great love for God that changes one’s whole life.”  

 
33. Michael D. Place, “The History of Christian Marriage,” Chicago Studies 18 (1979): 

312. 



 

 

17

towards understanding marriage today. It was explicitly pronounced by the Second Vatican 

Council that marriage “is not instituted solely for procreation.”34 The council thus refuses 

to recognize a hierarchy of the ends of marriage: proles, fides, and sacramentum. Still, 

beyond this refusal, the Council rather suggests that the committed love (fides) of spouses’ 

own free will should have priority over other ends of marriage as the institution of the 

Church, although it is “ordained for the procreation and education of children, and in them 

finds its ultimate crown.”35 This is because a human being becomes a fully-realized person 

only through a committed love in marriage and “by [his or her] very nature is and ought to 

be the beginning, the subject and the object of every social organization.”36 Therefore, it is 

profoundly meaningful that the Council adopted the term ‘covenant’ for an image of 

marriage, a biblical term which has the connotation of an unconditional devotion of person 

in freedom and love. 

 

Marriage as a Covenant of Love and Life 

      

The Pastoral Constitution of Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, envisioned marriage 

primarily as ‘a covenant’ of love and life rather than as a contract between its partners.37 

Although the concept of marriage as ‘a contract’ has been continuously taught in the Church 

                                                 
34. Gaudium et Spes, n. 50. 
 
35. Ibid., n. 48. 
 
36. Ibid., n. 25.  
 
37. Ibid, n. 48. 
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and still lies beneath the Codex Iuris Canonici of 1983,38 the biblical term of ‘covenant’ has 

since been incorporated into the Code and has slowly become prominent in the Church’s 

contemporary understanding of marriage.  

In order to understand the concept of covenant as adopted in the Catholic theology of 

marriage, the biblical meaning of covenant and then the covenantal aspects of marital 

relationship will be explained in turn.  

The Bible teaches that God reveals Self as a faithful and loving God in anticipation of 

a full relationship with all human beings. In such a firm will to save all human beings, God 

in person has entered into and lived relationships with them in the history of human 

salvation so that they could model themselves upon God in their own relationships, 

including the marital covenant relationships.39 The biblical reference in which God makes a 

covenant with the chosen people is found in several places. First occasion, for instance, is 

found in the book of Genesis at the time of God’s establishment of covenant with Noah: 

“With you, I will establish my covenant; you and your sons, your wife and your sons’ wives, 

shall go into the ark.”40 After the Great flood, God repeats the promise of a covenant to 

Noah and his sons and daughters: “See, I am now establishing my covenant with you and 

your descendants after you.”41 Another biblical reference to a covenant is found also in 

Genesis as God says to Abraham:  

                                                 
38. Codex Iuris Canonici (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1983), Can. 1055, n. 

1. 
 

39. Jack Balswick and Judith Balswick, “A Theological Basis for Family 
Relationships,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 6 (1987): 40. 
 

40. Gn 6:18  
 
41. Ibid., 9:9. 
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I am God the Almighty. . . . Between you and me I will establish my covenant, and I 
will multiply you exceedingly. . . . My covenant with you is this: you are to become the 
father of a host of nations; . . . I will maintain my covenant with you and your 
descendants after you throughout the ages as an everlasting pact, to be your God and 
the God of your descendants after you. . . . [However,] on your part, you and your 
descendants after you must keep my covenant throughout the ages.”42  

It becomes clear from these accounts of God’s establishment of the covenant with Noah and 

Abraham that the covenant was based entirely on God’s action of establishing an 

unconditional and everlasting commitment. It was conditioned only in respect of the 

potential benefits of blessings that would be provided by the human side’s response to the 

covenant. Therefore, “God’s offer of the covenant was in no way contractual.”43 Either 

Noah’s or Abraham’s keeping their end of the bargain had nothing to do with God’s 

covenant. God’s commitment to the covenant was totally unconditional, not offering them a 

choice to form a conclusion but as a gift for them whether it was accepted by them or not. 

So it was an everlasting commitment. Although God desired a response from them, 

covenantal offer from God was not made conditionally. Therefore, God would not be free to 

withdraw from commitment to the covenant, even though the covenant is not reciprocated.44 

In a word, although there is indeed a responsibility of God’s chosen people to fulfill their 

end of the bargain for receiving the benefits or blessings of the covenant, God’s covenantal 

love for them will be everlasting regardless of what they may do. Such a devotion of God to 

loving the chosen people becomes clearer in the New Testament as Paul’s letter to the 

Hebrews refers to the everlasting priesthood of Christ (Heb 7:1-28), a priesthood that fulfills 

the promise of the Old Testament (Heb 8:1-13). By this reference, the author of the Hebrews 
                                                 

42. Ibid., 17:1-9. 
 
43. Balswick and Balswick, “Theological Basis,” 40. 
 
44. Ibid.   
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makes an allusion to the covenant love of Christ for the Church which was completed on the 

cross so that all human beings may become heirs of salvation. In his exhortation to “let 

mutual love continue,”45 Paul links love among peoples and perhaps between married 

couples to the covenant love that Christ has established with the Church. 

This everlasting characteristic of the covenant between God and human beings can be 

best understood in the analogy of the unconditional commitment of love between spouses. A 

covenant, as adopted by the Council to define the marital relationship, is an oath of an 

unconditional and more personal form of fidelity in which spouses promise before God their 

very selves to each other.46 In this perspective, Ray Anderson takes covenant love as the 

basis for marriage in which a husband and wife are loved and respected unconditionally and 

can always rely on that love even when they least deserve it.47 Yet, this unconditional 

quality of covenant love does not exclude the notion of reciprocity in the marital 

relationship, although any covenantal relationship as such basically involves an 

unconditional commitment. Practically, relationships must be either unilateral or bilateral. 

In other words, whereas there is no doubt about the unconditional nature of covenant love, 

the concept of covenant in the context of marriage can be used to refer to both unilateral and 

bilateral relationships.48 The biblical covenant of God with human beings is a unilateral and 

unconditional one. From the legal category of ‘contract’, this unconditional, unilateral 

                                                 
45. Heb 13:1. 
 
46. John S. Grabowski, Sex and Virtue: An Introduction to Sexual Ethics (Washington, 

D.C: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 29. 
 
47. Ray S. Anderson and Dennis B. Guernsey, On Being Family: A Social Theology of 

the Family (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1985), 40. 
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relationship must be regarded as one-sided, insufficient, or even illegal. From an 

individualistic perspective, however, it is a covenant in which the total giving of self is 

made. God desires for the benefit of human beings that the unilateral unconditional 

commitment be reciprocated. So in the context of marriage, a husband and wife should 

continue to reciprocate in all dimensions of human relations the covenant commitment in 

order for the relationship to grow. 

In this regard, it is ideal as well as biblically more accurate to understand the marriage 

relationship as an unconditional bilateral commitment. But practically, the contract gives a 

more common basis for marriage in which both partners share responsibilities for household 

economy, child rearing, the education of children, and whatever agenda they agree upon to 

avoid conflicts in their relationship. However, viewing marriage as a contract (bilateral) vis-

à-vis a covenant (unilateral) as in the dichotomy only allows marriage to become nothing 

more than “a quid pro quo arrangement”49 in which partners get about as much as they give 

and find no reason for a unilateral sacrificial commitment beyond agenda. In this regard, 

married love and life should be covenantal rather than contractual because human beings 

must always operate not only in relation with others but also on the individual level. 

Therefore, the marriage relationship cannot be exclusively bilateral or unilateral. It is 

unilateral as marriage is established basically on an unconditional commitment of love for 

each other united in marital relation, while bilateral as marriage should be a shared 

experience of that unconditional love and of contractual agreements.  

In sum, the intention of the Second Vatican Council to use the biblical term ‘covenant’ 

for marriage is clear: the Council intended to meet the signs of the time by taking the 

                                                 
49. Ibid., 42.  
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personalist approach to marriage in the modern world. Commenting on the socially and 

psychologically disturbing effect of the modern world on marriage and family life, the 

Council links married love as a fundamental component to the health of the marital union 

and of all communities of human society:50 

The well-being of the individual person and of both human and Christian society is 
closely bounded with the healthy state of conjugal and family life. . . . However, this 
happy picture of the dignity of these partnerships is not reflected everywhere, but is 
overshadowed by polygamy, the plague of divorce, so-called free love, and similar 
blemishes; furthermore, married love is too often dishonored by selfishness, hedonism, 
and unlawful contraceptive practices.51  

The Council thus hopes to guide and encourage Christians and all human beings who are 

trying to preserve and to foster the dignity and supremely sacred value of the married 

state.52 The Council believes that the concept of marriage as ‘covenant’ instead of ‘contract’ 

can serve as a good remedy for the diseases of marriage of today. According to the Council, 

the two in the marital relationship “as covenant” are whole and integral persons united as 

one in an unconditional bilateral commitment of love, not simply parties rendering rights to 

the agreed agenda on which the marriage contract is built.53 The covenant of marriage is a 

personal bond of love in which total self-giving is reciprocated but not reduced to a private 

matter to isolate the couple from society. By the procreation and education of children as 

commanded in the Bible, marriage serves as the basic community of the larger society. In 

this way, the Council argues that the covenantal marriage can be a sign of the union of 

                                                 
50. Cornelius van der Poel, “Marriage and Family as Expression of Communion in the 

Church,” The Jurist, 36 (1976): 73. 
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23

Christ and the Church in which the couple encounters the divine presence as grace working 

through their ongoing commitment: 

The Christian family springs from marriage, which is an image and a sharing in the 
partnership of love between Christ and the Church; it will show forth to all men 
[human beings] Christ’s living presence in the world and authentic nature of the 
Church by the love and generous fruitfulness of the spouses, by their unity and fidelity, 
and by the loving way in which all members of the family cooperate with each other.54          

In other words, as it is always associated with the divine love of God for the world as well 

as the Church, the covenantal marriage becomes a saving event and a source of the divine 

grace and power for the Christian family and for all human beings. So marriage “in the 

Lord”55 always contains the sacramental dimension, which is the topic of the next section. 

 

The Sacramentality of Marriage 

      

God is divine and invisible but reveals Self through human signs in God’s saving 

action. Thomas Aquinas reaffirms the way the invisible God becomes known to human 

beings by insisting that “it is appropriate to Sacred Scripture to picture divine things under 

the similitude of bodily things. God provides for all according to their nature; it is natural to 

human beings to know [spiritual] things through sensible things.”56 In conformity with this 

perspective, every saving event of God for all human beings in the history of salvation, 

according to the teachings of the Catholic Church, has two dimensions, invisible and 

visible: God’s self-bestowal of grace (invisible) upon human beings through Christ in the 
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Spirit and the free acceptance by believers (visible) of that gracious self-bestowal of God, 

which allows such a gift of God to take effect in them. There is a distinction between the 

sign and the signified object, between the proclamation and the proclaimed object. “Both 

elements,” however, “have a connatural relationship to one another, yet are not identical 

with one another.”57 Therefore, the unity of these two elements becomes “a great mystery” 

(mysterion), particularly in the union of marriage,58 which was later translated in the 

Vulgate into the Latin word sacramentum and points to God’s eternal plan and saving will 

that becomes a reality through Jesus Christ in the Church.  

Based on this nature of the sacrament in general and on the sacramental dimension of 

marriage as such, the following discussion will give full detail of both the sacramental 

foundation of marriage in God’s creation and salvation history and the sacramental essence 

of marriage, by which the firm basis of marriage as a sacrament can be secured. 

 

The Sacramental Foundation of Marriage 

 

Marriage has its sacramental foundation in the continuum of creation and salvation. It 

has occupied a special position in God’s history of human creation and salvation, 

particularly as it has been regarded as willed by God at the very beginning of creation, 

instituted by Jesus Christ, and developed into a sacrament in the Catholic Church. These 
                                                 

57. Rahner, Marriage as a Sacrament, 201. 
 
58. Eph 5:21-33. Paul sees Christian marriage as taking on a new meaning symbolic of 

the intimate relationship of love between Christ and the Church. The wife should serve her 
husband in the same spirit as that of the Church’s service to Christ, and the husband should 
care for his wife with the devotion of Christ to the Church. Paul gives to the Genesis 
passage (Gen 2:24) its highest meaning in the light of the union of Christ and the Church, of 
which Christlike loyalty and devotion in Christian marriage are a clear reflection.  
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three parts lay the sacramental foundation of marriage in a continuum of human creation 

and salvation history.          

 

Marriage as Willed by God in Creation  

 

Through the account of God’s reaction to human creation in the Book of Genesis: “he 

[God] found it very good,”59 the author of Genesis suggests that human love is a created 

reality not only having the pure value of humanity but also belonging to the order of 

creation and constituting part of God’s plan.60 Furthermore, the relationship between man 

and woman in that created love becomes a fundamental part of humanity’s created being as 

both are created in God’s image: “God created [human beings] in God’s image; in the divine 

image God created them; male and female God created them.”61 Therefore human beings 

can fully exist only as men or women in relationship. In other words, “it is only in 

togetherness that human existence can be fulfilled in the fully human sense.”62 This is a 

profound mystery in which the marital covenant becomes the image and likeness of God’s 

covenant with human beings in terms of the reproduction of unconditional love, faithfulness, 

and creative power through procreation.  

However, marriage and love within it as such cannot be sacralized or deified because 

both are only created human realities which are subject to human limitations. Human love 
                                                 

59. Gn 1:31. 
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and marriage have a profound but penultimate value and cannot be valued solely on their 

created goodness and beauty because they do not exist on their own but rather anticipate 

something beyond themselves.63 For this reason, the love relationship between spouses not 

only reflects their creator in the image of whom they were created but also their savior in 

communion with whom they are called to participate through the community of life and 

love in marriage. Marriage, therefore, in its own greatness and limitations, stands as “a kind 

of anamnesis”64 recalling the goodness and beauty of God’s creation and becomes a 

concrete reality of human hope of salvation.   

 

Marriage as Instituted by Jesus Christ 

 

God’s covenant love and faithfulness for human beings were expressed in the images 

of the marriage covenant in the Old Testament: ‘The Faithless Spouse’ in Ezekiel; 

‘Jerusalem the Lord’s Bride’ in Isaiah; ‘Infidelity of Israel’ in Jeremiah; ‘Marriage with an 

Unfaithful Wife’ and ‘Triumph of Love’ in Hosea.65 This understanding of marriage as a 

sign of God’s covenant with human beings has integrated with Jesus Christ’s love for the 

Church in the New Testament.  

The New Testament shows that God’s covenant with humanity is realized conclusively 

in Jesus Christ, who is “in person God’s covenant with human beings.”66 By stating with 
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authority to the Pharisees in a controversy on the law of divorce: “Therefore what God has 

joined together, no human being must separate,”67 Jesus Christ links marriage to the original 

order of God’s creation in the vision of the kingdom of God to come so that marriage 

acquires a new meaning. However, Jesus does not simply impose a new law of divorce on 

the hardness of their hearts, but “a new heart” (Jer 31:33, 36:26) so that people can live 

according to God’s will, which “was fulfilled in Jesus’ proclamation of the closeness of the 

eschatological kingdom of God.”68 In this proclamation, Jesus establishes a sacramental 

connection between marriage as part of the original order of creation and marriage as the 

sign of salvation and grace to be fulfilled in the kingdom of God to come. So the early 

Christian communities begin to see Jesus as the coming of the kingdom of God in person as 

they make the Christological link with marriage after the Easter event. In practice, they 

should marry “in the Lord” (1 Cor 7:39), that is, in such a way that they live together in 

obedience, love, and faithfulness towards each other just as Christ loves his Church. It is 

more in Ephesians 5: 21-33 than in any other biblical passage that the marriage covenant is 

seen as the sign of Christ’s covenant with his Church.69 From this Christological point of 

view, the covenant love of marriage is like an epiphany of God’s total self-giving in love for 

human beings that was fulfilled once and forever by the self-offering of Jesus Christ on the 

cross and is made present through the same Christ in the Spirit within the Church. In a word, 

Jesus Christ himself instituted marriage as an eternal sign of God’s grace made present 

through the practice of sacrament in the Church.  
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Marriage as the Institution of the Catholic Church  

 

Marriage has developed into a sacrament of the Catholic Church after many 

complications in the history of the Church. To choose one factor as contributing to these 

complications, one may reflect on the very negative influence of Gnosticism and Stoicism 

on the early Christian understanding of human sexuality, which consequently paved the way 

for the Christian attitude toward marriage: marriage involving sexuality is evil; marriage 

cannot be a cause of grace and therefore cannot be a sacrament; virginity and celibacy are 

superior and therefore preferable to marriage.70 However, this attitude was continuously 

corrected by the Church fathers and the Church Councils as they began to see marriage as a 

secular act but as having Christian implications.71 In particular, Augustine, by his teaching 

of “the three goods of marriage: proles, fides, and sacramentum,”72 furthered the saving 

dimension of marriage as a secular reality, identified marriage, though in a primitive form, 

as a distinctive and important moment in Christian life, a sacrament of Christ’s permanent 

and faithful love, and even provided the foundations for God’s presence sacramentally in all 

areas of ecclesial life.73 This significant contribution of Augustine to the sacramental nature 

of marriage lasted well into the twelfth century as the teaching authority of the Church 

began to explicitly mention marriage as a sacrament.  
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It was by Thomas Aquinas that marriage was firmly established among the sacraments 

of the Church. He adopted Augustine’s ‘three goods of marriage’ and transformed them in 

view of humanity as created by God into the “three ends of marriage.”74 In reality, owing to 

Thomas’s humanistic view of marriage, marriage was desacralized and became a secular 

reality, but a reality as created by God. Seen from this perspective of human creation, 

marriage becomes an effective sign of salvation as well insofar as it relates to grace. By the 

statement in his Contra Gentiles that “it is to be believed that through this sacrament 

[marriage], grace is given to the married,”75 Thomas clearly argues that marriage is a 

sacrament. As it applies to baptized Christians, marriage as such is really making present 

God’s love and faithfulness in Jesus Christ. For baptized Christians, in other words, 

marriage becomes not only a reality of creation but simultaneously a sacrament of Christ.  

Historically, this close connection of Christian marriage to both the order of creation 

and the order of redemption has caused a controversy between Catholicism and 

Protestantism about the sacramental nature of marriage, which was simply not a dispute 

about an isolated statement about faith but a wide-ranging debate about the fundamental 

problem of relationship between the Church and the world.76 Whatever the long-debated 

but unresolved controversy, it is a great challenge and responsibility for the Catholic Church 

to meet the pressing pastoral and spiritual need of those Catholics married to Protestants or 

non-Christians whether by hearing their confessions and allowing them to receive the 

Eucharist or by providing them with pastoral care and counseling. Aside from the internal 
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issues emerging from the sacramentality of marriage, the Catholic Church of today is 

externally challenged both by those who give a mystical, supernatural, and even false 

religious value to marriage and by those who devalue the natural reality of marriage.  

As further discussion about the above issues and challenges of the Catholic Church 

extend beyond the scope of this study, it is fair enough to argue that marriage both as a 

reality of creation and as an effective sign of salvation given by Christ has been firmly 

secured as a sacrament of the Catholic Church, various challenges from within and without 

notwithstanding. Accordingly, the sacramental essence of marriage will be considered next. 

 

The Sacramental Essence of Marriage 

 

The sacramental essence of marriage will be better explained under three categories 

divided by a time frame: Christ in history; the Church in the present; and an Eschatological 

sign in the future.  

 

Marriage as the Sign of Christ in History  

 

Marriages, whether Christian or civil, are all good and divine since they belong to the 

order of creation. That is why the Old Testament authors linked the covenant marriage to the 

image and likeness of God’s covenant with the chosen people. For this reason, when the 

Church describes Jesus as instituting marriage as a sacrament, it suggests that by Jesus 

Christ a new redemptive character was added to the already existing holiness of marriage. 

In other words, human marriage as the community of life and love becomes a sacrament, a 
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prophetic symbol of the steadfast love of Christ for the Church in which Christ as Redeemer 

graces the spouses with his presence and abiding love. Therefore it is quite understandable 

that marriage becomes indeed the reality of salvation as it is “guarded, strengthened . . . and 

perfected through the bond of heavenly love.”77 It is in marriage as a sign of God’s 

covenant love for human beings that God’s acceptance of humanity was uniquely responded 

to by human affirmation of God in faith, hope, and love. This encounter is realized through 

Jesus Christ in the unique way of incarnation as a human being in the created world and 

consummated in a conclusive and unsurpassable mode by opening himself completely to 

God’s will in his total obedience on the cross. In marriage, the unity in love between God 

and human beings is made present as a sign. Therefore, the faithfulness and the love of 

those who are married “in the Lord” (1 Cor 7:39) become the embodied sign of the presence 

of God’s love and faithfulness through Jesus Christ for the Church. The Vatican II’s 

document on the Church explains the sacramental dimension of marriage as follows:  

In virtue of the sacrament of Matrimony by which they signify and share (cf. Eph 5: 
32) the mystery of the unity and faithful love between Christ and the Church, Christian 
married couples help one another to attain holiness in their married life and in the 
rearing of their children. Hence by reason of their state in life and of their position they 
have their own gifts in the People of God (cf. 1 Cor 7:7).78  

Thus the love and the faithfulness that Christian spouses have for each other are not simply 

the sign and symbol of God’s love, but the real epiphany of the love of God through Jesus 

Christ for the Church among the People of God. So being married ‘in the Lord’ is in a 
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special way participation in the consecrating and sanctifying service of Christ. As Gaudium 

et Spes teaches: “Authentic married love is caught up into divine love;”79 Christian spouses 

may reciprocally sanctify one another in their own community of life and love and glorify 

God in the world as they are daily directed and enriched by the redemptive power of Christ 

in the sanctifying action of the Church to fructify their life of faith, hope, and love in the 

Lord.80 Again, it is solely by the redemptive work and sanctifying grace of Jesus Christ that 

marriage as originating in the will of God to save all human beings becomes a sacrament of 

salvation in the freedom of married couples to choose a lifetime commitment in love and 

faithfulness to one another.  

 

Marriage as a Sacrament of the Church in the Present 

 

As Lumen Gentium defined the Church “as a sign and an instrument, that is, of 

communion with God and of unity among all men [human beings],”81 the love and the 

faithfulness of God in Jesus Christ are made present in history in a visible and truly human 

way, that is, through the service of the Church as the community of believers. The Church is 

therefore the all-embracing sacrament of Christ just as Christ in person is the sacrament of 

God. According to Paul in his letter to the Ephesians, Christians marry in the love that 

Christ has for the Church. Therefore, it is “a great mystery” (Eph 5:32) and not simply a 

symbol of the unity of Christ and the Church. Marriage is really a sacramental means by 
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which Christ performs his redemptive and sanctifying action through the Church. Jesus in 

this way lives again in the Christian love of a husband and wife. This mystery of the 

relationship between Christ and the Church unveils the essential truth about marriage.82 As 

married and family life is defined as the “domestic Church” by the Second Vatican 

Council,83 a parallel can be drawn between marriage and the constitution of the Church. 

The unity of the Church is actually constituted through the love of believers, which is 

particularly manifested at the level of social and communal life as well as in the practical 

“living faith” in the Church; likewise, marriage is defined as a lifelong covenant 

relationship in faith and love that involves the communion of the whole of life.84 Thus the 

Church will be built upon and grow in unity in this communion of the whole of life of 

married couples in which the unifying love of the Church becomes actual while the marital 

communion will profoundly depend on the unity of the Church for its growth in love and 

faith. In a word, married life is “just as much constituent of the Church as sustained by the 

Church.”85  

This parallelism between marriage and the Church indicates the fact that both have a 

common root. So to speak, marriage as such is manifestly creative of that love in which the 

union of people among themselves and with God is made present by the saving act of Christ, 

particularly through the Church. However, married life cannot remain simply as a 
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manifestation of the essential being of the Church unless the couples actually work together 

for the formation of the Church within their own community of life and love. Therefore 

married couples have “a special charism; that is, a distinctive call, a gift, and a form of 

service within the Church ”86 As living cells in the Church, they signify and share in 

Christ’s love for the Church, the redeeming love “with which Christ loved his bride [the 

Church] and gave himself for her.”87 This inner connection between marriage and the 

Church contributed to the theological basis for marriage as a sacrament of the Church so 

that the Church has exercised its right to collaborate in the solemnization of marriage. It is 

because of this public and ecclesial aspect of marriage that the Church since the Tridentine 

decree on marriage Tametsi in 1563 has ruled that marriage must be solemnized in the 

presence of a priest. Accordingly, the priest as the representative and the official witness to 

marriage of the Church collaborates in solemnization of marriage by questioning and 

accepting the consensus of couple as well as by his proclamation of God’s word and his 

prayers over and blessing of the couple.  

In sum, the firmness of the Catholic Church on teaching marriage as a sacrament of the 

Church is simply based on nothing but the theological truth that “the unity of marriage 

achieves its full manifestation precisely in the unity of Christ and the Church” because the 

unifying love of God through Christ for human beings is made present and active through 

marriage in the Church.88 Accordingly, marriage is a sacrament entrusted by Jesus Christ to 

the Church, by which the saving grace of God through Jesus Christ in the Spirit is granted to 
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the married.  

 

Marriage as an Eschatological Sign of the Future 

 

As has been so far discussed, there exists a dynamic relationship between the Church 

and marriage. The Church is a sacramental sign of Christ’s love for the world, working in 

anticipation of the end of time for the gathering of all people together and the establishment 

of reconciliation and peace among them. Every Christian by baptism, whether married or 

not, is called to be a witness to Christ “to the ends of the earth.”89 Marriage in particular 

gives Christians a unique opportunity to fulfill God’s call in a special way in that the 

communion of spouses in love and faithfulness becomes a prophetic symbol of the love of 

God for the Church. Accordingly, several times in the New Testament, the festive mood at a 

wedding symbolizes the joy and human hopes that will be fulfilled at the end of time (Mk 

2:19-22; Mt. 22:1-14, 25: 1-13; LK 12:35-38).90 Seen from this vantage point, marriage as 

a sign of eschatological hope becomes “the image of a wedding banquet in order to envision 

the fulfillment of the kingdom of God in the eschaton.”91 Therefore, all Christian marriages 

in eschatological anticipation celebrate the heavenly feast at the end of time.  

Along with this value of eschatological sign, however, there is also an eschatological 

reservation with regard to Christian marriage in the New Testament. Counseling people in 

his anticipation of the coming of Christ soon in the future to seek to please the Lord, not to 
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cherish the things of the world, Paul indicates that marriage has only a relative value and 

reduces it to something of secondary importance in the eschatological sense.92 In addition, 

Jesus, seeing everything in light of the kingdom of God, also points out this temporary 

value of marriage as compared with the state of those redeemed in heaven: 

The children of this age marry and remarry; but those who are deemed worthy to attain 
to the coming age and to the resurrection of the dead neither marry nor are given in 
marriage. They can no longer die, for they are like angels; and they are the children of 
God because they are the ones who will rise.93  

Marriage has thus a transitory character. Conjugal relations, though firmly bound up in love 

and faithfulness, belong only to our pilgrimage here on earth.94 Accordingly, in the 

eschatological perspective, Christian marriage does not have an ultimate value but is given 

only a penultimate value.  

This eschatological relativization of marriage, however, does not devalue its immanent 

beauty and inner wealth but rather helps marriage become demythologized, demystified, 

and desacralized.95 Otherwise, unrealistic expectations will be projected onto marriage as 

such and the partners in marriage so that marriage may end in disappointment and failure 

since no partner in marriage can give the other heaven on earth. Therefore this 

eschatological reservation regarding marriage may give freedom for unmarried people to 

choose to remain unmarried “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 19:12) and for 

married couples to bind themselves more to God rather than become enslaved to each other. 
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From the perspective of this eschatologically-based Christian freedom, both forms of 

Christian life are therefore closely related to each other. Just as the unmarried state of 

Christians for the kingdom of God can be a sign for the married of Christian freedom, so 

can marriage show the unmarried Christians that eschatological existence should not imply 

a flight from the world but is in fact a special form of service in the world and for others.96  

It is the teaching of the Catholic Church that marriage can reasonably be a sign of a 

heavenly wedding banquet at the end of time, although it can never be identical with that 

banquet in the eschaton. Counterbalancing the tension of marriage as a human reality and as 

an eschatological sign, the deep understanding of the transient value of marriage rather 

helps married couples to see their human limits as the source of God’s grace; to live free 

from anxiety for a happy marriage on earth; and to anticipate the joy of the eternal wedding 

banquet with Christ in heaven.  

To conclude this section, the sacramentality of marriage has its basis in God’s self-

bestowal of grace through Christ in the Spirit, particularly within the Church in the history 

of salvation, and reveals its essence in Christ’s love for the Church, which already indwells 

the union of the married couple in anticipation of the heavenly wedding feast at the end of 

time. If marriage is a truly loving union, it participates in the mystery of divine love in 

which the real bond of Christ and the Church is made present and will come to perfection in 

the future. Then marriage becomes the sacrament making this mystery of love of God for 

the Church real in the union of love between a husband and wife. Therefore, sacramental 

marriage, as in tension between the ‘already’ and the ‘yet to come’, must stand as a sign of 

permanence and fidelity until the end of time. That is why the Church has long affirmed that 
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Christian marriage is an indissoluble sacrament, and that both the sacramentality and the 

indissolubility of marriage are interconnected as Christ and the Church remain undivided. 

The indissolubility of marriage is the last theme of this first chapter. 

 

The Indissolubility of Marriage 

 

At the start, it is best to make it clear that the Project candidate’s concern is the 

doctrine of the Catholic Church on the indissolubility of marriage, not the historical 

controversies surrounding the issue or its practice and application to changed circumstances 

in society. So the discussion will mostly focus on searching for the biblical, Christological, 

sociological, and pastoral basis of the doctrine, and will end with suggestions about 

contemporary pastoral problems concerning the issue. So, in preparation for the discussion, 

it will be of help to quote here Jorge Cardinal Estévez’s summary of the Catholic Church’s 

doctrine on the indissolubility of marriage: 

Once the consent between two baptized persons has been given, and sexual union has 
been accomplished in the normal way, the bond between the spouses is perpetual, that 
is to say, it will last until the death of one of the spouses. No human authority can 
dissolve the marital bond that exists between two baptized persons who have 
consummated their marriage; this cannot be done by civil authority, or even by the 
authority of the Church. Nothing that may occur after the marriage can affect its 
validity: not incurable illness, or lack of children, or the absence or disappearance of 
one spouse (provided that the missing spouse is not dead), not adultery or marital 
problems, however serious they may be. 

In extreme case, a separation of the spouses may eventually be necessary, but this 
separation does not authorize either spouse to enter into another lawful union as long 
as the other spouse is alive. Catholic doctrine rejects divorce absolutely. The spouse 
who separates continues to be married, and if he is joined to another person, he 
commits the mortal sin of adultery. Indissolubility is so intrinsic to marriage that not 
even the mutual agreement of the parties can put an end to it. And if a marriage is 
entered into “temporarily,” or if indissolubility is made conditional, such a union 
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would not be a marriage and would have no validity.97 

In a word, this doctrine of the Catholic Church clearly shows the intrinsic indissolubility of 

marriage as such. It is because of its strong biblical, Christological, sociological, and 

pastoral foundations that the Catholic Church is so committed to the indissolubility of 

marriage.  

 

The Biblical Basis of Indissolubility 

 

The creation story in Genesis implies the indissolubility of marriage as belonging to 

the order of creation: “A man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the 

two of them become one body.”98 With the ontological joy expressed in “this one, at last, is 

bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,”99 the two are created to abide as one in love, a 

love that by its very nature tends to be exclusive and everlasting. So too, the marital 

covenant in which this love can be secured must be definitive and lifelong, that is, 

indissoluble. Still, the Old Testament authors had seen marriage in the first place as a 

created human reality of love, not yet as related to the covenant between God and human 

beings. Then in search for a source of the indissolubility of marriage, this anthropological 

understanding of marriage as a human reality became slowly integrated into their 

experiences about God’s faithfulness to the chosen people in history. In other words, as the 

Old Testament authors realized that there was no significant difference in principle between 

faithfulness in marriage and God’s faithfulness to the chosen people in the covenant, the 
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covenant of marriage was understood as analogous to God’s covenant with human 

beings.100 It is quite right that the marital covenant of love, by its very nature, be 

indissoluble as long as it involves the total giving of self, definitively and exclusively, in a 

lifelong commitment. In addition, as they began to relate the indissolubility of covenant 

marriage to God’s covenant love for the chosen people, marriage as such became as willed 

by God. Therefore, the Old Testament authors regarded adultery as a symbol and an effect 

of unfaithfulness to God,101 prohibited the remarriage of the divorced wife by seeing it as 

“an abomination before the Lord,”102 and criticized the practice of divorce as “breaking 

faith.”103 In this way, marriage had been understood in the analogy of God’s covenant with 

the chosen people, the covenant of love which is irrevocable and indissoluble. 

On the other hand, Jesus’ implication of ‘unconditional faithfulness in marriage’ was 

made against divorce within the context of the coming of the kingdom of heaven in the New 

Testament.104 Since this message of Jesus was given with no intention to institute a new 

law on marriage, the post-Easter early Christian communities understood these words in a 

way that was in accordance with the situations in which they found themselves. In other 

words, they did not accept Jesus’ words on marriage as the life long rule of marriage as such 

but accommodated it to their own circumstances.105 Accordingly, Mark added an 
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instruction for the disciples about divorce to Jesus’ dispute with the Pharisees (MK 10:2-12). 

By the addition of the wife’s right to divorce, as contrasted with its oldest form which 

admits only the husband’s right to divorce (LK 16:18), Mark shows a dynamic adaptation of 

the words of Jesus for a lifelong faithfulness in marriage to the changed situations of his 

communities. Even the Matthaean communities, by adding an appendix of “unless the 

marriage is unlawful”106 to teachings about divorce, attempt the flexible application of the 

Judaeo-Christian communities’ rigid and radical understanding of marriage law.  

Whereas Matthew had to deal with the Judaeo-Christian situation in which his 

communities found themselves, Paul was concerned with Christian-pagan situations. 

Therefore, Paul was fully aware of the Lord’s intention forbidding divorce but had to 

introduce on his own authority the praxis of separation for the sake of peace and 

reconciliation, particularly in the Corinthian community context.107 

In light of the above, it can be admittedly stated that the New Testament authors 

understood the words of the Lord about divorce within the context of God’s will to save all 

human beings in every situation. In other words, as far as God’s saving action for all the 

human race was concerned, “the teaching of Jesus was remembered, communicated, 

interpreted, adapted and enshrined in the practice of the early Christian communities.”108 

Accordingly, the whole of the New Testament does not bear witness to a supposedly 
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divinely revealed law of marriage but to “the Spirit of Christ”109 which is manifested in the 

call of Jesus for a lifelong faithfulness in marriage. As awakened to that Spirit, the flexible 

adaptation of marriage law to various situations does not devaluate the indissolubility of 

marriage but serves the people of God and their communities.  

 

The Christological Basis of Indissolubility 

 

This indissolubility of marriage as intrinsic to the order of creation was given ultimate 

meaning by its insertion into the order of salvation. It was Jesus who made an inseparable 

connection between the indissolubility of marriage and God’s will to save all human beings 

in his message of the coming of the kingdom of God. By saying that “therefore, what God 

has joined together, no human being must separate,”110 Jesus makes it clear that it is God 

who joins a husband and wife together so that this human bond of marriage becomes a 

grace-filled event. But Jesus does not have the intention of forming a new law or a rigid 

morality for marriage, as manifested from the above discussion. He simply indicates God’s 

involvement in this human bond of love so that people, by giving up the hardness of their 

hearts, may participate in God’s saving action to win the grace of God for their married 

lives. So the message of Jesus is “a prophetic, messianic, and effective affirmation of God’s 

saving activity and an invitation [for the married couple] to make use of the possibility of 

grace offered by God.”111 If this great opportunity for grace is accepted in faith, God’s 
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covenant with humanity becomes always real in the covenant of marriage through the grace 

that embeds the marital bond of faithfulness in God’s faithfulness.  

Thus Jesus’ words about the indissolubility of marriage opens a new dimension of 

marriage as partnership in which “neither partner is at the mercy of the other but both are at 

God’s mercy in faith.”112 This new understanding of marriage as partnership is confirmed 

by Paul’s letter to the Ephesians (Eph 5:31-32) in which Paul sees the marital bond as taking 

on a new meaning symbolic of the intimate relationship of love between Christ and the 

Church. The unconditional faithful union of Christ and the Church is sacramentally present 

by grace in the bond of love and faithfulness in marriage as partnership. In this regard, 

every Christian marriage is entitled a sacrament. As the Catholic Church has predicated the 

indissolubility of marriage as a given reality that exists ontologically apart from the will and 

efforts of the spouses,113 the indissolubility of marriage therefore finds its basis in the 

sacramentality of marriage itself.  

Meanwhile, there have been controversies about the human contributions to the 

indissolubility of marriage in terms of the ongoing commitment of love in faith and hope. 

Yet it is the insistence of the Catholic Church that Christian marriage as a sacramental 

covenant creates a constant ontological reality that transcends the personal dimension, 

although the faithfulness and love of the spouses has to be as highly valued as possible.114 

Therefore, it is too much for Lawler to argue that “indissolubility becomes a property of 

Christian marriage only when and because steadfast fidelity becomes a property of Christian 
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marital love.”115 It is God’s covenant that receives, confirms, and deepens the marital 

covenant. Therefore, the indissolubility of marriage is immanent in God’s covenant of 

unconditional love for the Church that has been revealed in a definite way through the 

saving work of Christ on the cross. 

 

The Sociological Basis of Indissolubility 

 

The sociological basis for the indissolubility of marriage is closely related to the nature 

of love as a communion-oriented reality and to God’s fervent will for the benefit of 

humanity. As the Council clearly mentions: “marriage and married love are by nature 

ordered to the procreation and education of children;”116 marriage and marital love reach a 

kind of culmination in children. In other words, “the peculiar and characteristic mission of 

spouses is found in the work of transmitting human life and nurturing it.”117 The author of 

Genesis suggests this intimate but social dimension of married love by the insertion of “be 

fertile and multiply” and “it is not good for the man to be alone. I [God] will make a 

suitable partner for him.”118 This social or communal nature of married love is true not only 

in relation to the human acts in which the whole giving of self is reciprocated but also in 

relation to the good of the partners, of children, and of society. The Second Vatican Council 

clearly defines its social nature as one of the benefits God bestows on marriage to save all 
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human beings: 

For God himself [Self] is the author of marriage and has endowed it with various 
benefits and with various ends in view: all of these have a very important bearing on 
the continuation of the human race, on the personal development and eternal destiny of 
every member of the family, on the dignity, stability, peace, and prosperity of the 
family and of the whole human race.119 

However, in order for the married couple to achieve this benefit given in marriage, they 

should always remain open to God the giver of life, united as one in faithfulness and love 

through Christ in the Church and sanctified by the mystery of love in the Holy Spirit. In the 

Christian sense, this is what it means to be a husband and wife. In other words, the spouses 

as the communion of love participate in the creating love of God and thereby mediate this 

love of God on earth. Therefore, a failure in love and faithfulness may not lead simply to the 

break-up of the marital covenant but also to a state of social disorder by endangering the 

good of families, the education of children, and the transmission of life.  

It is clear from the above that marriage is not instituted solely for procreation and the 

good of the children. Rather, “its very nature as an unbreakable covenant between persons 

and the good of the children both demand that the mutual love of the spouses be expressed 

and grow and mature in a rightly ordered way.”120 Therefore, marriage should be an 

indissoluble relationship not only in the context of the happiness and fulfillment it strives 

for by nature but also in terms of other forms of fulfillment such as the begetting and 

education of children.121 For this reason, the indissolubility of marriage has to be secured 

by all means not only from free choice for divorce but also for the benefit of children, 
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families, and social stability and integration. Society without good marriages cannot survive, 

so marriage as a social institution has to be protected by society. Therefore, from this 

sociological point of view, the indissolubility of marriage, whether Christian or civil, has a 

great value for the families and society.  

 

The Pastoral Basis of Indissolubility 

 

As far as the indissolubility of marriage is concerned, the contemporary pastoral issues 

pivot around divorce and remarriage. The Second Vatican Council pointed out that the 

Church in the modern world is significantly challenged from within and without to meet the 

needs of the times. Acknowledging the current secular outlook that divorce and remarriage 

are regarded as acceptable behavior, the Church should give voice to those, whether 

Catholic or not, who have civilly divorced and remarried and assert their right to have done 

so. No matter how firmly the Church has maintained its ground against the civil practice of 

marriage, divorce, and remarriage since the Council of Trent (1546-1547), the Church 

cannot turn away from the urgent pastoral needs of those divorced and remarried individuals 

and those of their children. Admittedly, neither an all-embracing doctrine of the 

indissolubility of marriage nor a perfect solution to those needs can be found. Nevertheless, 

it is the obligation of the Church to continue to seek order in marriage, embracing the 

constantly changing situation with an open mind in accordance with the teachings of the 

Gospel on marriage.  

Walter Kasper suggests the following ‘three fundamental principles’ to establish order 
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in marriage:122 1) The Church should not formulate its own casuistic law about marriage 

that is different from the law of Christ. The Church should always be faithful to the words 

of Jesus about marriage and not simply pay lip-service to the indissolubility of marriage 

while undermining it in practice. The Church must be the only relevant reality in society to 

protect marriage as belonging to the order of creation to the last on behalf of all human 

beings. Therefore, the Church’s law of the indissolubility of marriage should be taught as a 

‘law of mercy’; 2) As Jesus’ proclamation of the indissolubility of marriage is not a new 

burdensome law but a word of life and salvation, the Church should constructively make 

use of the rules of annulment and the actual situation (circumstantiae) of marriage for the 

benefit of those divorced or remarried persons. For the sake of the Kingdom of God 

proclaimed in the person of Jesus, they are entitled to be attended spiritually, emotionally, 

and even economically by the pastoral care service of the Church; 3) The Church should see 

the second, civilly contracted marriage as possessing essential human values such as 

friendship, faithfulness, love, and sacrifice, as long as there is the presence of a genuine 

desire in both partners to marry in it. That the Church is the Church of sinners is as exactly 

true as is the fact that the Church is the one and universal sacrament of salvation. Therefore, 

according to Lawler, whenever faith is present and expressed in love and is made effective 

in penance for the guilt incurred by the breaking of the first marriage in the same way as 

done in the Orthodox practice of oikonomia (economy: the order of salvation), then the 

second marriage also participates in the spiritual life of the Church.123 In other words, as far 

as God acts as the compassionate God in the history of human salvation, God offers those in 
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second marriages scars as lasting signs by means of which they may become all the more 

mature to live a humanly fulfilled life.  

Still, the first marriage deemed as belonging to the order established by God remains 

indissoluble no matter how seriously it may go wrong or even if it is civilly dissolved. 

Therefore, the Church should make sure that such an emergency accommodation for the 

survival of those in a second marriage does not replace a broken marriage with a second 

marriage as flawed as the first. 

 

Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry 

  

Marriage had been regarded as something sacred in ancient times and was later 

believed to signify God’s covenant with human beings and to belong to the order of creation 

in Old Testament times. It was Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century who adopted 

Augustine’s teleological understanding of the goods of marriage, which had been the 

prevailing doctrine of the age for about a millennium in the Western world, but who also 

integrated such human values as friendship, faithfulness, love, mutual care, and so on into 

the nature of marriage and consequently paved the way for its elevation to a sacrament of 

the Church by envisioning the marital relationship as a reflection of Christ’s relationship 

with the Church. Later, after long-standing debates on marriage, the Council of Trent 

promulgated the decree Tametsi (1563) to formulate the authority of the Church over 

marriage in order to prevent marriage from becoming over-personalized by the primacy of 

mutual consent and humanism and from being consequently abused by clandestine 
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marriages.124 The Catholic Church has since exercised and continues to exercise a great 

impact on both the world and the Church, even now. 

However, the Second Vatican Council effected an unprecedented shift in the 

understanding of marriage as it began to see the relationship between the Church and the 

State as an amicable partnership, not as hostile opposition, and consequently saw marriage 

in nature as belonging to the order of creation and salvation. Therefore, the previous 

discussion, basically relying on the epochal approach of the Second Vatican Council to 

marriage as ‘a covenant’ that seeks to establish a community of life and love rather than on 

the view of the Council of Trent seeing marriage as ‘a contract’ with rights and obligations, 

attempted to examine the intrinsic human value of love and marriage, the sacramentality of 

marriage from the perspective of Christ’s covenant love for the Church, and the 

indissolubility of marriage in the biblical, Christological, sociological, and pastoral context.  

Although the marital communion as a sacramental covenant to form a ‘we’ in a 

community of life and love is basically a grace-based communion, it is not simply a given 

reality but a reality challenged throughout life. Therefore couples should continuously 

communicate and share their lives together in a committed manner so that they may become 

loving persons committed to each other. It is a covenant commitment, dyadic and dynamic, 

in a continual process toward a true unity as ‘one body’ in love and faithfulness. 

This Project in Ministry is designed as a communication enrichment retreat for 

Catholic Korean-American couples seeking to increase marital satisfaction and intimacy. 

The Catholic theology of marriage outlined so far in this first chapter will serve not only as 

the prelude to but also as the context of discussion in the following chapters. Therefore, the 

                                                 
124. Kasper, Theology of Christian Marriage, 39. 
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next chapter concerns the Confucian implications of Korean society that have exerted great 

influence through many centuries on people’s lives and even on the character of the entire 

nation. It may give a general understanding of how the traditional Korean society has been 

shaped into a Confucian-permeated society, particularly in terms of their philosophy of life, 

value system, human relations, roles of women, and married life. It may also help us 

understand why Koreans still feel uneasy and reserved in communication with others, 

particularly between man and woman, so that the teachings of the Catholic Church on 

marriage as a covenant of intimate partnership may become profound in meaning for 

Korean-American couples who feel the great need of life-giving communication among 

themselves for the enhancement of marital satisfaction and intimacy. 
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Chapter 2 

MARRIAGE IN KOREAN TRADITIONAL CONFUCIANISM 

 

Building upon the previous chapter in which the Catholic Church’s understanding of 

marriage as the intimate community of life and love of divine origin has been examined, 

this chapter reveals how traditional Korean society has been molded by Confucian ideology, 

especially in terms of human relationships, value systems, roles of women, and married life. 

Accordingly, this chapter is divided into five sections: Korean society’s adaptation of 

Confucianism will be briefly reviewed in the first section; the second section will explain 

those ideals and values of Confucianism that have greatly impacted Korean culture; in the 

third section, the treatment of women in Confucian ideology will be explored; the 

Confucian ideal of married life will be the topic of the fourth section; and the fifth section 

will suggest the implications of this chapter for the Project in Ministry.   

 

A Brief History of Confucianism in Korea 

 

Confucianism1 is a Chinese philosophy and ethical system originated by Confucius 

(Kongzi in Chinese, 551-479 B.C.E.), whose primary concern was to establish through the 

                                                 
1. Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), 21-22; Mary Evelyn Tucker, introduction to Confucian Spirituality, 
vol. 1, vol. 11A of World Spirituality: An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, eds. 
Tu Weiming and Mary Evelyn Tucker (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 
2003), 8. The term Confucianism is named after Confucius, its progenitor. His Chinese 
name is Kongzi, which was later Latinized by the Jesuit missionaries in China as Confucius. 
Confucianism is called Rujiao (the teachings of Ru) in Chinese. The Ru for what is called a 
Confucian means a scholar and ritual specialist. Meanwhile, in Korean, Kongzi (Confucius) 
is called Kongza, Ru (Confucian) Yu, and Rujiao (Confucianism) Yukyo.  



 

 

52

individual cultivation of moral values social harmony and political order in the chaos of the 

feudal state of Chu (1066-256 B.C.E.) in which he found himself. But in the course of years 

from the period of classical Confucianism to the Neo-Confucian era (the 11th century-the 

20th century C.E.), Confucianism has been shaped beyond a moral self-cultivation into a 

comprehensive worldview whose cosmological orientation extends to the larger dimensions 

of human relation in the family, the society, the state, and with the universe. Therefore, it is 

not right to identify Confucianism by a simple definition. It could be defined as a political 

system, a method of spiritual cultivation, social norms, a humanistic philosophy, mysticism, 

cosmology, or a religious worldview.2 All of these features reflect in their own ways 

Confucian values and spiritual dimensions by which Confucianism reveals its own shape. 

Confucianism thus has shown a rich spirituality in history, particularly in the form of self-

cultivation of the individual person, harmony and decorum in the family, communitarian 

ethics of society, and ritual practices integrating self, family, society, state, and cosmos into 

an organism.3  

Confucianism underwent various stages in its development in Korean history. It was 

during the first three centuries C.E. that Confucian doctrines may have originally reached 

the Korean soil. So, in 372, the first Confucian academy was reportedly established in the 

ancient native kingdom of Koguryo (37 B.C.E.-668 C.E.). Thereafter, by permeating slowly 

into two southern kingdoms, Paekche (18 B.C.E.-660 C.E.) and Silla (57 B.C.E.-935 C.E.), 

Confucianism began to penetrate the whole Korean peninsula. By that time, however, the 

                                                 
2. Julia Ching, “What is Confucian Spirituality?” in Confucianism: The Dynamics of 

Tradition, ed. Irene Eber (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1986), 63-80; Tucker, 
Confucian Spirituality, 2. 

 
3. Tucker, Confucian Spirituality, 26. 
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role of Confucianism then was very limited to the function of the recruitment and education 

of government officials because those kingdoms were still under the strong influence of 

Buddhism.4  

Later, with the emergence of the Koryo Dynasty (918-1392), Confucianism slowly 

began to become acknowledged as the educational ideology of a centrally organized state. 

Consequently, schools teaching the Confucian philosophy of education were established 

both by the state and by the local public or private bodies throughout the kingdom. 

Accordingly, the government-sponsored schools thereby contributed to the development and 

spread of Confucianism, as they educated young men in the Confucian classics for 

government positions. Local private Confucian schools also flourished and deepened 

Confucian learning from the second half of the eleventh century, particularly as 

government-operated schools significantly decreased in number due to the prevalence of 

military regimes beginning in 1170. 

Meanwhile, the intellectual development known as Neo-Confucianism emerged in 

Southern Sung China (1127-1279) and was transmitted through Yüan China (1271-1368) to 

Korea. On the optimistic assumption that state and society would regain their vitality and 

harmony if the teachings of Confucianism were sufficiently absorbed by the ruler and his 

officials, the main task of Confucian scholars during the early stage of Neo-Confucianism in 

Korea was to revitalize the education system. Accordingly, a noticeable change made during 

that time was that those called to take part in this revitalization process should be recruited 

on the basis of their ability and achievement rather than on the political and social 

                                                 
4. Martina Deuchler, The Confucian Transformation of Korea: A Study of Society and 

Ideology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 14. 
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backgrounds of their family.5  

However, this Neo-Confucian practice never penetrated deeply into everyday existence 

because the dominant spiritual force in which Neo-Confucians asserted themselves was 

Buddhism, the state religion of the Koryo Dynasty.6 For example, not only were Buddhist 

temples and monks lavishly supported by royal families and government high officials, but 

also Buddhist state festivals were observed throughout the state as the most important 

events for the ordinary people. Intimate family rituals, especially connected with death, 

were performed by Buddhist monks in the Buddhist temples. Furthermore, there was so 

deep a faith in Buddha’s protective power that peoples of the Koryo Dynasty believed he 

saved the state from the rule of the Mongols (1231-1380), as reflected in their commitment 

to carving the entire Buddhist canon on woodblocks, known as the Koryo Tripitaka.7   

Therefore, it was not until the waning of Mongol domination and influence over Koryo 

under the reign of King Kongmin (1351-1374) that Neo-Confucians began to raise their 

voices for a reform program far beyond the reconstruction of the school system and to 

envisage a new age in which Confucian ideologies and values would completely shape 

people’s lives. Deeply inspired by Neo-Confucian philosophy to define the norms for the 

building of a Confucian society, the military authorities of the Koryo Dynasty took the risk 

of a military coup under the command of Yi Song-gye to initiate an epochal event in 

Korea’s intellectual and social history: the foundation of a Confucian dynasty, the Choson 

Dynasty (1392-1910).  

                                                 
5. Koryosa (The History of Koryo Dynasty) (Seoul, Korea: Krpia, 1998), 75: 3. 
 
6. Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 116-117.  
 
7. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 34. 
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From the outset, the Neo-Confucian founding fathers of the dynasty were equipped 

with the professionalism essential for shaping a society in accordance with a dual mission: 

active involvement in the political process for composing a new dynasty and the formation 

of propaganda for its Neo-Confucian ideology. So they constituted themselves as a powerful, 

hereditary, and elite group capable of becoming deeply involved in policy-making for the 

newly-established dynasty. The Neo-Confucian intellectuals of the early Choson Dynasty 

were thus imbued “with confidence both in the workability of their precepts and in their 

ability to translate them into action.”8 

However, they felt that this dynasty’s early task could not be accomplished without 

three prerequisite actions: overcoming vestiges of Buddhism, searching for an ideal societal 

model in Chinese Confucian classics for the new dynasty, and formulating Ye (Li in 

Chinese: Proper Ritual Behavior for Living and Social Integration).  

First, the Neo-Confucian dynasty founders saw Buddhism as lacking the pragmatic 

standards necessary for social control so that the disintegration of Koryo society was 

inevitable.9 So they opened fire against Buddhism on two main points: “the Buddhists’ 

emphasis on life after death, which rendered the present irrelevant; and their cultivation of 

self, which isolated the individual from family, society, and state.”10 In his Pulssi Chappyon 

(Array of Critiques of Buddhism), Chong To-jon, Yi Song-gye’s main political adviser, who 

would play a major role in the shaping of the new dynasty, attacked Buddhism as nihilistic, 

denying the importance of human relationships and social obligations, and deluding peoples 
                                                 

8. Ibid., 102.  
 

9. Sejong sillok (The Chronicle of King Sejong), (Seoul, Korea: National Institute of 
Korean History, 1993), 120: 14b. 

 
10. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 104. 
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into the false doctrine of reincarnation, cause and effect, and mercy.11 Accordingly, the 

Buddhists were criticized for misleading the people with their false beliefs about the 

punishments of hell and the rewards of heaven after death, for confining them in empty 

meditation without the effort of serious moral training and Confucian Susin (Self-

Cultivation), and for goading believers into squandering their possessions, especially at 

times of bereavement, in the vain hope of gaining the Buddha’s special favor. In addition, 

the Neo-Confucian elite deplored the Buddhists’ destruction of the basic human 

relationships between ruler and subject, ancestor and descendant, father and son, teacher 

and student, husband and wife, and older and younger friends.12 The dynasty’s early task of 

formulating the Confucians’ demand for establishing a Confucian social order was thus 

justified by this criticism of Buddhist teachings.  

Second, seeing their primary task as recreating the well-tested social institutions of the 

past in the contemporary situation in which they found themselves, the Neo-Confucian 

founding group of the new dynasty began to seek an ideal societal model on which to build 

their own society from the ancient institutions of the Chinese sage-kings, Yao and Shun, the 

founders of the Three Dynasties Hsia (2100-600 B.C.E.), Shang (1600-1066 B.C.E.), and 

Chu (1066-256 B.C.E.). So they searched for a model of an ideal Confucian society through 

studies and works of classical Confucian literature such as the Four Books—Non-o (Lun-yü 

in Chinese: Analects of Confucius), Maeng-ja (Meng-tzu: Works of Mencius), Tae-hak (Ta-

                                                 
11. Charles Muller, “The Great Confucian-Buddhist Debate,” in Religions of Korea in 

Practice, ed. Robert E. Buswell Jr. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 181-
194. 

 
12. Sa-sun Yun, “Chong To-jon songnihakui teuksongkwa keu pyongkka munje” (The 

Characteristics of Chong To-jon’s Neo-Confucianism and Its Evaluation), Chindan hakpo 
50 (1980): 151-160. 
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hsüeh: Great Learning), and Chung-yong (Chung-yung: Doctrine of the Mean)—and the 

Five Classics—Yok-kyong (I-ching: Book of Changes), Chun-chu (Ch’un-ch’in: Spring and 

Autumn Annals), So-kyong (Shu-ching: Book of Documents), Si-kyong (Shih-ching: Book 

of Poetry), and Ye-ki (Li-chi: Book of Rites). Thus, by establishing a model through these 

researches in the institutions of antiquity, they envisaged a Confucian society that could 

accommodate human nature and needs and guarantee the stability and durability of 

society.13  

Third, after conceptualizing the ideal of the newly-established society on the basis of 

the ancient Chinese institutions, the Neo-Confucians had to fill these ideological contours 

with content. In other words, the principles embodied in ideology had to be reduced to 

practical precepts that would guide daily social conduct. Therefore, they established the 

importance of the so-called Ye as a general standard for translating ideology into everyday 

practice, by which authority and status would be delineated and differentiated, because they 

believed that the ritualization of the ideal model would lead through a dialectical 

relationship between the dynamism of Confucian Susin (Self-Cultivation) and the stability 

of tested social institutions to a moral order for living and social integration.14 The Ye, as 

the adaptation of three Chinese works—Ye-ki (Li-chi: Book of Rites), Uire (I-li: Book of 

Etiquette and Ceremonies), and Jure (Chou-li: Rites of Chou)—to Neo-Confucian society, 

has exerted a deep and lasting influence on Choson society, most notably through the 

concepts of patrilineal descent groups, the rule of primogeniture, the discrimination between 

men and women in ancestor worship, the differentiation of wives, and the class system of 

                                                 
13. Sejong sillok (The Chronicle of King Sejong), 50: 32a-b; 64: 8b; 77: 24b. 
 
14. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 122-127. 
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society, which will be examined later in the following sections of this chapter.  

This early task of the dynasty, however, gradually became more institutionalized as the 

founders of the new dynasty aged and began to disappear behind the scenes. More 

intensified research was needed for determining social policies. Accordingly, the 

Chiphyonjon (Hall of Worthies), founded in 1420 under the tutelage of the fourth king, 

Sejong, marked an important advance in the chain of development. It functioned as a 

research institution and reference library, staffed with young and promising men who passed 

the highest civil service examinations and constituted a new generation of scholars. Given 

long tenure and the absence of concurrent appointments, they devoted themselves entirely 

to their Confucian studies. As a result, in 1471, the dynasty’s first comprehensive law code, 

the Kyongguk taejon (Great Code of Administration), was at last compiled. This code 

provided a legal framework within which society could function in relation to the state, 

sustained Confucian philosophy and morality as expressed in the existing ritual handbooks, 

and also provided a code of conduct for those who assumed the role of the Sadaebu 

(Yangban)15 in the government to help the king govern the state.  

However, a dispute over assimilating Chinese-originated Confucian values and ideals 

into native culture and customs arose among scholars in the sixteenth century of the Choson 

Dynasty. Korea and China were two different countries in terms of customs, tradition, and 

history. Therefore, the distinctive Korean identity was expressed in the concept of Pungsok   

 

                                                 
15. Ibid., 119. The term Sadaebu was rarely used in Koryo while the term Yangban was 

used in continuation of Koryo tradition. Both denote the government officials in the Choson 
Dynasty. But, Yangban, unlike Sadaebu, also denotes, in a broader sense, their immediate 
families. Both terms are used in this study interchangeably. 
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or Kuksok16 as the basic moral energy of the state, which involved the interdependence of 

the ruler and his subjects in shaping the state. The ruler’s primary concern was to win over 

the people’s hearts by the rectitude and integrity of his own character and behavior so that 

the people would comply with the ruler’s moral leadership. Korea had thus developed its 

own characteristic version of social organization as a distinctive blend of assimilated 

Confucian values and indigenous tradition. The Korean Neo-Confucians of the sixteenth 

century thus showed a remarkable flexibility in their adaptation of ancient Chinese 

institutions and provided their own framework within which the integration of 

Confucianism into Korea’s social circumstances could become well established. 

The most idiosyncratic and fundamental feature of the Confucianization of the Choson 

Dynasty as contrasted to that of the Koryo society was the development of the patrilineal 

lineage system, which culminated in the institution of primogeniture that singled out the 

eldest son as the ideal successor and ended the equal right of inheritance among brothers.17 

Unfortunately, this patrilineal lineage significantly contributed to the division of the dynasty 

into several groups of opposites: men and women; the paternal line and the maternal line; 

the eldest son and his brothers; sons by one’s legal wife, and sons of twice-married women 

and those born out of wedlock; the Sadaebu and the rest of the society. 

Regarding the division of the Sadaebu and others in particular, only men born of a wife 

legally married to a member of the Sadaebu were henceforth eligible for full membership in 

their descent groups or could hope for advancement in the political or public sphere. They 
                                                 

16. Taejong sillok (The Chronicle of King Taejong), (Seoul, Korea: National Institute 
of Korean History, 1993), 19: 33b. According to this chronicle, the people’s compliance 
with their ruler was so intimately tied to the ruler’s moral leadership that nurturing Pungsok 
into becoming “good and rich” was the state’s most urgent duty.   

 
17. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 284. 
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became automatically the Sadaebu themselves and also formed the group of Yu (Ru: 

Confucian) who embodied the ideal Confucian gentlemen. Their attainment, however, was 

in practice incompatible with the Confucian ideology that gentlemanly status had to be 

originally attained by achievement, not by being born into the right status group. In other 

words, simply as Sadaebu, they were not only privileged to be exempted from corvée labor 

and military service or tax but also benefited from specific rights and economic 

compensations.18 To justify and maintain the division, the Sadaebu worked out various 

means: the monopoly of Neo-Confucian learning; the development of a ritual program 

exclusively for the unique style of Sadaebu life as explained in the Kyongguk taejon; the 

adoption from among the social models of ancient China of a societal scheme that would 

assign the Sadaebu clear positions and keep their group small; and the creation of a heredity 

that had to be transmitted to the next generation. Therefore, men belonging to the remainder 

of society—commoners, slaves, and notably second sons and sons of twice-married 

women—would not be allowed to acquire social status, although their intellectual abilities 

were verified through education and examinations. Only for the Sadaebu did the dual 

emphasis on inherited status and scholarly achievement make sense, and this emphasis 

consequently created the typical aristocratic-bureaucratic hybrid, the scholar-official of the 

Choson Dynasty.19 With this preservation of the aristocratic-bureaucratic element of 

heredity, the traditional status hierarchy of the Choson Dynasty had been maintained and 

even reinforced toward the beginning of the twentieth century.  

                                                 
18. Song-mu Yi, “Yangban (the nobility),” in Hanguksa (The History of Korea), 

(Seoul: Kuksa Pyonchan Wiwonhoe, 1974), 10: 549-595. 
 
19. James B. Palais, “Confucianism and the Aristocratic/Bureaucratic Balance in 

Korea,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 44, no. 2 (1984): 427-468. 
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In conclusion, the fundamental Neo-Confucian transformation of Korean society 

originated from a powerful Confucian vision for a new society and state that was held by 

the founding elite of the new dynasty during the transition period from late Koryo to 

Choson. This Neo-Confucianism functioned from the very beginning as the ideological 

basis for a political, social and economic reorganization of the Choson dynasty and 

developed guiding moral principles as acculturated into the Korean uniqueness of culture 

known as Pungsok to maintain a class system based on age, sex, and inherited social status 

for the stability of the dynasty.20 What stands out with great clarity was the patriarchal, 

hierarchical, and authoritarian kinship organization of society, which was the product of the 

social adaptation of Confucian classics to Korean culture. It reached its climax in the course 

of the seventeenth century with the institution of primogeniture and has since developed 

into the preference of a son to a daughter that most Koreans today, whether home or abroad, 

still firmly hold. 

 

Confucian Ideal of Life and Values 

 

Although only 0.7 percent of the population fifteen years old and over, according to 

2005 religious statistics in South Korea, identify themselves as Confucians,21 Confucianism 

still functions as a living guide for most Koreans in their family and public lives. In South 

Korea, it is not at all surprising to see people of different religious backgrounds live their 
                                                 

20. Eui-young Yu, “Women in Traditional and Modern Korea,” in Korean Woman in 
Transition: at Home and Abroad, ed. Eui-Yang Yu and Earl H. Philips (Los Angeles, CA: 
California State University, 1987), 16.   

 
21. Korea National Statistical Office, “Participation of Religious Action,” 

http://www.nso.go.kr/cgi_bin/sws.999.cgi (accessed September 14, 2006). 



 

 

62

lives under the Confucian philosophy in multi-dimensional communities such as the family, 

schools, companies, institutions, and government offices. Confucianism, as a kind of 

philosophy of life or value system, has been teaching people to keep within bounds to 

establish harmony with others in fulfilling Confucian morals—loyalty to the ruler, 

reverence for ancestors, respect for parents and elders, a consciousness of the mutual duties 

and obligations between a husband and wife, fraternal love among siblings, and so on. With 

its moral ideals, Confucianism coexists well with other religions’ values so that even 

Korean Christians do not feel awkward being guided throughout their lives by Confucian 

ethics.  

As such, Confucianism is arguably not a religion but rather a moral philosophy 

focusing on social ethics rather than on spiritual issues such as life after death.22 Yet, it 

associates its norms and morals for daily living with a transcendental moral order in a way 

that concerns the religious. For example, Chesa (ancestor worship), in which the living and 

their forbears are considered to connect with one another, tends to make Confucianism seem 

like a religion. However, whether or not it is a religion is not as important for Koreans as its 

practical values since most Koreans hold the values in common, regardless of their religion. 

Confucian ideals and values emerged basically from the assumption that people are not 

born equal and can not later become equal even through self-cultivation and education. 

Accordingly, individuals should be conscious of their own place not only in the family but 

also in the public realm and hold on to the nature and formalities of their relationships with 

others. Based on this inborn inequality, people are always defined in relation to others: in a 

state, people as citizens are subject to the authority of the government or king; in a society, 
                                                 

22. Donald N. Clark, Culture and Customs of Korea (Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 2000), 30. 



 

 

63

Chon (the commoners) are submissive to Kwi (the nobles or the educated bureaucrats), 

known as the Sadaebu (Yangban) in the days of the Choson Dynasty; and in the family, 

under the principles of the patrilineal lineage and ancestor worship, the descendants are 

subordinate to their deceased ancestors, wives to husbands, children to their parents and 

their elders, and daughters-in-law to their mothers-in-law.23 But fortunately, these 

obligations are not totally unilateral. There is always reciprocity, or mutual obligations. 

Parents give their children protection and education and children should learn and obey 

their parents. Older siblings should provide good examples for younger ones to follow. 

Husbands should love and provide their wives with a means of living while wives should 

love and obey their husbands. The noble should take care of the commoner’s welfare as 

commoners devote themselves to serving the noble. And the king should protect the people 

from a foreign enemy and provide for their living as his people should obey him. 

These basic relationships, known as Gigang (fundamental principles), are best 

expressed in the state’s customs, Pungsok (Kuksok), which were established as the basic 

moral principles of the state in the sixteenth century. Pungsok rests on Samgang (the three 

cardinal human relationships), which provide the state with a fundamental and 

unchangeable structure. These are Kunwi singang (relationship between king/ruler and 

subject), Buwi jagang (between father and son), and Buwi bugang (between husband and 

wife). These fundamental relationships are again strengthened by Oryun (the five moral 

imperatives), which guide reciprocal relations: Kunsin yuui (righteousness between ruler 

and subject); Buja yuchin (proper rapport between father and son); Bubu yubyol (separation 

of functions between husband and wife); Jangyu yuso (proper recognition of sequence of 
                                                 

23. Kyu-tae Yi, Hankuginui Chongsinmunwha (Korean Spiritual Heritage) (Seoul, 
Korea: Sinwon Munwhasa, 2000), 25; Clark, Culture and Customs of Korea, 31. 
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birth between elder and younger brothers); and Bungwu yusin (faithfulness between 

friends).24 These relationships are maintained and reinforced through education and Susin 

(self-cultivation) in the frame of Ye (proper ritual behavior), which brings people into 

harmony with the universe. By this force of Ye, the state would stand firm in harmony and 

order so that domestic peace will be guaranteed for the family, stability for the society, and 

prosperity for the state.25 

The Confucian ideal aims to reach a state in which harmony would prevail on all levels 

of human life, whether in the state, in the society, or in the family. For this ideal, 

Confucianism imposes grave tasks on individuals. First, each individual should give up his 

or her own desires for whatever is good for the benefit of the group as a whole. A 

community interest is always the first consideration so that if a person’s needs conflict with 

common benefit, he or she must lay them down. However, it doesn’t mean that personal 

interest should be always devalued or ignored. It rather suggests that personal needs and 

interest must be in harmony with and integrated into the common goods of communities.26 

In this regard, a team spirit born of the educated triple obligations to the state, the society, 

and the family in which they assert themselves is always valued higher than personal 

interest. Second, Confucianism contends that people owe a considerable debt for their 

existence to multiple entities: the state, society, nature, parents, teachers, families, friends, 

and so on. Parents, in particular, are the ones to whom children owe an unpayable debt 
                                                 

24. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 110. 
 
25. Han Dohyun, “Yuga Yehakui Sahoeironkwa Gongdongchejuuijuk Jeonmang (The 

Social Theory and Communitarian Perspective of Confucian Ritual),” in Jinduck Choi et al., 
Yukyoui Yewa Hyundaijuk Haesuk (Confucian Ritual and Its Understanding in Our Time), 
The Academy of Korean Studies, no. 1. (Seoul: Chungkye Press, 2004). 15-50.  
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throughout their lives.27 Unhye (sacrificial love and favor) is the term for the debt of 

gratitude, referring to the gracious bestowal of life, nurture, care, and education upon 

children by parents. This Unhye exists even during the entire period of maternity as the 

parents give prenatal care and communication. It continues on after parturition in their self-

sacrificing efforts to clothe, feed, nurse, and teach the infant who would die otherwise. 

Therefore, as an old Korean proverb states that “parents’ Unhye [bestowed on their child] is 

deeper than the ocean and higher than the mountains,” so the child can never escape it. 

These Confucian ideals and values have influenced Korean culture over the centuries 

and still stand firm in some ways within the state, the society, and the family. In modern 

Korea, nobody any longer accepts that people by birth are unequal and destined for 

unchangeable social positions. Still, most Koreans, whether at home or here in the U.S, 

consider the Samgang and the Oryun as the fundamental paradigms of human relationships, 

which are indispensable for harmony among people in the family, in society, and in the state. 

Seen from the Project candidate’s practices of counseling with Korean-Americans, however, 

first generation Korean-American couples rather than Koreans at home seemed more 

convinced by the Confucian ideal that living in harmonious relationships with others should 

have priority over other values, particularly as they have felt frustrated and alienated by 

living in a culture characterized by freedom, equality, competition, and individuality. 

 

Women in Confucian Ideology 

 

Although Confucianism views the union through mutual obligations between man and 
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woman as the foundation of all other human relations, this wholistic relationship basically 

depends on a clear hierarchical distinction between the woman’s ‘inner’ or domestic sphere 

and the man’s ‘outer’ or public sphere.28 As cosmologically sanctioned by ‘the theory of 

Yin (earth) and Yang (heaven)’, the male has precedence over the female just as Yang 

dominates Yin. In other words, man as likened to heaven is superior, dominant, and strong 

while woman as associated with the earth is inferior, submissive, and lenient.29 

Confucianism thus strictly confined woman’s place to the home and identified man’s sphere 

with outside affairs. This hierarchical order was not only presented to society as an 

imperative for social stability but also to the family as a formula for a clear role 

differentiation between the husband and wife. Accordingly, the husband was considered the 

primary breadwinner and decision-maker in the family and exercised authority over his wife 

and children, whereas the wife had to obey her husband, commit herself to serving him and 

his in-laws, and perpetuate her husband’s family lineage by producing sons.30 This 

subordination of the wife to the husband was a part of the so-called Samjongjiduk (three 

submissions) that Korean women had to traditionally practice throughout their lives: to 

submit to their natural father before marriage, then to their husband when married, and 

finally to their sons when widowed.31  

                                                 
28. Ra-keum Heo, “Yukyoui Yewa Yeosung (Confucian Ritual and Women),” in Choi 

et al., Yukyoui Yewa Hyundaijuk Haesuk, 135. 
 
29. Yu, “Women in Traditional and Modern Korea,” 16.  
 
30. Pyong-gap Min, “The Korean American Family,” in Ethnic Families in America: 

Patterns and Variations, 3rd ed. Charles H. Mindel, Robert W. Habenstein, and Roosevelt 
Wright, Jr. (New York: Elsevier, 1988), 208.  

 
31. In-sook Lim, “Korean Immigrant Women’s Challenge to Gender Inequality at 

Home: The Interplay of Economic Resources, Gender, and Family,” Gender and Society 11, 
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In Confucian ideology, everyone has to assume his or her proper place and role to 

achieve harmony among people. It was therefore important to define the proper spheres for 

men and women in the family and society, and to enforce adherence to the rules of propriety. 

Accordingly, in addition to the inner sphere of the family reserved for women, qualities 

such as modesty, seclusion, devotedness, obedience, faithfulness, sacrificial motherhood, 

and even loyalty to deceased husbands were set up as ideals for married women in a male-

oriented society. In the pursuit of these ideals, however, it seems inevitable that women 

would assume leadership with considerable power in the domestic realm. They governed 

domestic life to shape the family according to Confucian ideology by running household 

affairs, practicing Confucian discipline of the children, and following the example of 

virtuous women. It was the wife’s task to keep the family in peace and prosperity by 

exerting her authority. Yet, this was no doubt a heavy burden on the wife because no other 

than she would be blamed for disorder and broken peace among the family members and for 

the public disgrace the husband might suffer from that chaos. 

The education of women at that time was mainly to instill in them stereotypical 

behavior through stories about virtuous wives, obedient daughters-in-law, and chaste 

widows in books and biographies. Girls over the age of seven were instructed in the ethical 

interests of restrictions on women and limits on freedom not to associate with boys and men. 

From that age forward, they were more and more confined to the inner quarters of the house, 

where they received training from their mothers and grandmothers in Confucian ideology 

for their future married role as moral guardians of the family and as providers for the 

physical needs of all its members. In particular, Korean women from childhood had been 
                                                                                                                                                      
no. 1 (Feb, 1997): 33; Clark, Culture and Customs of Korea, 162; Yu, “Women in 
Traditional and Modern Korea,” 16. 
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taught the four basics of womanly behavior collected in the book Naehun (Instructions for 

Women): Buduck (moral conduct)—women need not have great talents but must be quiet 

and serene, chaste and disciplined; Bueon (proper speech)—women need not have rhetorical 

talents but must avoid bad and offensive language and speak with restraint; Buyong (proper 

appearance)—women need not be beautiful but must be clean in dress and appearance; and 

Bukong (womanly tasks)—women need not be clever but must pay attention to such duties 

as weaving and entertaining guests.32  

Women became adult members of society only through marriage. As married women, 

however, they had to serve their parents-in-law, live as obedient and dutiful wives, and act 

as wise and caring mothers. As they started their lives in their husbands’ families, they soon 

found themselves in an environment indoctrinated with the values of sex-separation and 

agnation. In addition, under the tension between ideology and reality, they had to struggle to 

fulfill the triple roles of virtuous woman as daughter-in-law, wife, and mother. For the sake 

of this Confucian ideal of virtuous women, married women had to observe the restrictions 

for domestic tranquility on women’s behavior toward their parents-in-law, their brothers-in-

law, their sisters-in-law, and other in-laws who happened to live under the same roof, and 

abide by the limits on freedom of movement in order to avoid unexpected troubles with 

strangers outside the home. 

From childhood, women were rarely referred to by personal names. Even after 

marriage, a woman entered into her natal family’s genealogy with her husband’s name, 

                                                 
32. Sohye wanghu, Naehun (Instructions for Women), Book 1, in Sohye wanghu Hansi 

(The poetry of Queen-Consort Sohye), trans., Min-soo Lee (Seoul, Korea: Hongsin 
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whereas she was recorded as Pae (spouse) in her husband’s genealogy and identified by the 

surname and ancestral seat of her natal descent group. People in her husband’s village called 

her by the name of her native place to which the title Taek (mistress) was added.33 

Furthermore, a woman who had borne a child was simply called Aegi omma (the baby’s 

mother). If she had a child named Youngchul, for example, she was called Youngchul omma 

(Youngchul’s mother). It was not until 1968, when the Korean government passed a law 

requiring every citizen to register and get an identification card, that women rediscovered 

and used their names. Yet, this namelessness of Korean women does not mean that they 

were invisible or without position. Rather, it indicates that Korean women have always 

derived their identities from their fathers, husbands, and sons to whom they were 

traditionally submissive.34 Even today, a Korean professional woman of high social 

standing must remain in a certain respect her father’s daughter, her husband’s wife, or her 

son’s mother rather than stand for and by her own name. 

Although women thus were responsible for the daily operation of the family, the 

highest authority over the family members was always placed on the household head: the 

grandfather, the father, or even the first son. He had the power to judge right or wrong and 

took ultimate responsibility for maintaining the hierarchical structure of the family to ensure 

harmony among the family members. Within this power structure, a mother, though 

exercising lasting influence in some ways on her children’s intellectual and emotional 

development, had only limited authority over them. A woman could become the head of the 

family only under one condition, that is, her husband’s death. If there was no married son or 

                                                 
33. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 263.  

 
34. Clark, Culture and Customs of Korea, 161; see 67n31. 
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a legally established heir who could directly succeed to his father’s position, she could rule 

over the family until her son got married.35  

The integration of women through marriage into their husbands’ lineage led to a 

woman’s gradual disqualification of heirship for her natural father’s estate. From the 

beginning of the dynasty, women had enjoyed some economic independence with the 

inherited land and slaves they brought along from their natal family upon entering their 

husbands’ family through marriage. However, it was around the sixteenth century that 

women eventually began to lose the economic independence they had enjoyed. Probably it 

was due to the strict application of Kyongguk taejon, which “significantly enlarged the stake 

her husband and his family had in her property and limited that of her natal family.”36 

Accordingly, even if a woman may have brought in her share of patrimony heirlooms in the 

form of a dowry and possibly some slaves at the time of marriage, or an inheritance 

received posthumously upon the death of her natal parents, those inheritances became an 

indivisible part of the property of her husband’s family. As seen also from some inheritance 

documents of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, which listed sons-in-law 

instead of daughters as the recipients of the daughters’ natal parents’ property, this switch of 

a successor indicated that the married daughter lost control over her erstwhile property.37 

Women upon marriage had thus begun to lose economic independence since the sixteenth 

century and became dependent on their husbands’ estate. The desperate state of a married 

                                                 
35. Deuchler, Confucian Transformation, 264-265. 
 
36. Ibid., 223. 
 
37. Puan Kimssi Jiban Komunso (An Old Document of Puan Kim’s Family), 

(Songnamsi, Kyonggido: Hanguk Chongsin Munhwa Yonguwon, 1983), no. 5 (1581), 201-
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daughter is well explained by the term Chulgaoein (a married daughter is no better than a 

stranger to her natal family) which still circulates even today in Korean society. This 

economic discrimination against women was closely related to and even made worse by the 

rule of primogeniture that entrusted a family’s ancestral land and possessions almost 

exclusively in the hands of its primary agnatic heir. A widow in particular had the right to 

her late husband’s estate only in case that there was no male heir to inherit the estate. 

Therefore, as soon as an heir was chosen among the male members of her affinal home, she 

had to relinquish her claim to the property and become totally economically dependent upon 

him.  

Another form of discrimination against women was the role they were assigned in 

Chesa (the rite of ancestor worship) for their husbands’ ancestors. Women had to remain 

outside throughout the entire worship ceremony, except for taking part in only marginal but 

laborious roles like the preparation of food for Chesa.38 In addition, women were not 

allowed to stroll in their gardens, venture out during the daytime, or speak to strangers 

directly, and had to veil their faces outside the house in order not to be seen, especially by 

men.39 Such discrimination against women did not stop even after death. For example, a 

wife had to mourn for her deceased husband for three years while she as a deceased wife 

was mourned by her husband only for one year. A three-year mourning period for his 

deceased mother was granted to a son but was shortened to one year for the convenience of 

the mourning son to serve his still living elderly father in a proper fashion. But this was not 

the case with a mourning son for his deceased father. Whether his mother was still alive or 
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not, the three-year period of mourning was kept without fail.40 

The bottom line is that women by birth were trained and indoctrinated to conform to 

the Confucian ideal of womanhood in traditional Korean society. It had been rigidly and 

consistently practiced for centuries, though the depth of indoctrination and the level of 

adherence to the Confucian practices varied over time and across class lines. The Confucian 

ideals and their practices became cardinal rules of conduct for upper-class women, the 

Sadaebu (Yangban) women, while lower class and slave women never fully adopted the 

rules due to their need for greater freedom of conduct as the working class. Nevertheless, 

the general principle of male superiority became deeply rooted throughout all classes. 

Although mothers enjoyed high status and power within the family for Confucian discipline 

and education of children, their influence on outside affairs was always indirect and 

transmitted through their husbands or other male members of the family.41 The Confucian 

ideology thus accorded women an inferior position on the authority of the so-called Yin-

Yang theory. Women were accordingly blocked from self-reliance in a traditional Korean 

society which was built on patrilineage and patriarchy. They had to rely throughout their 

lives on three male relatives: their real father, their husband, and their sons. In other words, 

they were destined to live as virtuous women to maintain male-dominated morality and 

contented themselves with their heroic sacrifice to make men greater.  

 

 

                                                 
40. Chae Yi, Sarye pyollam (Easy Manual of the Four Rites; capping [the ceremonies 

of coming-of-age], wedding, funeral, and ancestor worship), trans. Eunghyun Kim (Seoul: 
Myongmun Dang, 2003), 150-156.  

 
41. Yu, “Women in Traditional and Modern Korea,” 17. 
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Confucian Ideal of Married Life 

 

Only through marriage was a woman admitted as a regular member into traditional 

Korean society. A girl raised as her father’s daughter entered through marriage into other 

stages of life: as her husband’s wife, as her children’s mother, as a daughter-in-law of her 

husband’s parents. From the very beginning of the marriage process, however, the woman 

was deprived of the right to choose when, how, and whom to marry. She had to rely on her 

natal family to arrange her marriage through a matchmaker. The marriage arrangement 

usually started long before her puberty, even as early as the age of 3 or 4, through a verbal 

promise or betrothal made between two families, since marriage was regarded as an alliance 

between families and the joining of two ancestral lineages. This was not only the case for 

people of higher classes but also of commoners, while a class leveling misalliance was 

strictly forbidden. Accordingly, young people regardless of sex were in no position to make 

the calculations and decisions for their marriages and were only given permission to marry.  

Upon marriage, the realm of women was clearly separated from that of men. 

Traditional Korean society permitted women to have status and authority only within 

domestic confines while granting political, social and economic prestige to men. Therefore, 

the woman’s domain was the other world with which the state did not wish to deal directly. 

For example, the state inflicted its sanctions against women’s misbehaviors—their 

deviations from assigned functions—rarely on the women themselves but on their husbands 

and sons because men were responsible for keeping women in their reserved place and 

preventing them from breaking with tradition and laws.42 Women were thus deprived of the 
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right to stand on their own by defending themselves or assuming responsibility for their 

own misdemeanors. They were destined by marriage to live in compliance with and be 

protected by the Confucian ideology as virtuous wives, obedient daughters-in-law, caring 

mothers, and chaste widows. 

The family, according to Confucian ideology, was a basic but self-sufficient unit in 

which domestic tranquility had to be ensured against disharmony among its members by 

conforming to the hierarchical structure of the family. Within this hierarchically-structured 

family, married women had been granted a limited role to play in the daily routine, largely 

to foster the harmonious atmosphere within the family.43 Even all married Yangban women 

of the highest class were isolated from the men’s world. They were only indirectly tied to 

the public sphere by the honorary titles they received on the basis of their husbands’ official 

ranks in society. Interestingly, however, the Confucian dictum stated that only a man whose 

wife worked well for domestic peace and prosperity could rise in the official realm, while 

these titles were conferred upon women only by reason of their husbands’ official positions 

and merits.44 As a result, women’s seclusion in the domestic realm was justified and even 

cherished as a virtue.  

The husband and wife were separate but interconnected in roles and obligations for the 

family. They relied on each other, in that the husband as the head of the family practiced his 
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authority over the family members while the wife had to assume the responsibility to let no 

disorder or dispute that could harm the husband’s social reputation arise among the family 

members. Thus, mutual reliance was ideologically practiced in combination with the 

husband’s forbearance and the wife’s sense of moral responsibility to ensure marital 

harmony between the two. Even so, the patriarchy was still in full force. If the wife failed in 

her role to ensure marital harmony and peace in the family due to her inborn-inferiority (as 

Yin in the Yin-Yang theory), it was her husband’s task to guide her to reform herself and 

restore marital harmony as well as domestic peace.45  

For the young bride, the most important figure was the mother-in-law, who stood at the 

apex of the female world to govern and control every movement of all daughters-in-law 

happening to live under the same roof. So any filial daughter-in-law had to strive to follow 

her mother-in-law’s orders punctiliously in order to avoid situations that might give rise to 

scolding. She was not allowed to display insubordination by talking back to her mother-in-

law. For smooth interaction with her mother-in-law, she had to obey the orders of her 

mother-in-law without reservation, avoiding friction and antagonism between the two. 

Domestic peace and tranquility, however, did not depend solely upon the peaceful 

relationship between the two. There was a variable of the relationship among the women 

who married sons of the family, the so-called Tongso. In the Korean traditional extended 

family, where several married brothers lived together under the same roof, their wives ranks 

were also determined by the order of their births. And it suggests that the younger brother’s 

wife was to defer to the older brother’s even though the former could be older than the latter. 

In particular, the wife of the oldest brother naturally held a position of eminence over the 
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other wives, not only because her husband as the ritual heir would carry on main line of 

descent but also because she was to bear the son to maintain the lineage of her husband’s 

family. In this regard, the oldest brother’s wife entered into a latent rivalry with other wives, 

exercising her authority to protect the family members from discord and antagonism for 

which she had to assume a heavier responsibility than did the other wives. 

The wife’s qualifications and the extent of her influence were defined primarily by the 

position she received upon marriage. Both her natural dispositions by birth and her acquired 

ability by education and experience to deal effectively with a delicate matter were always 

treated secondarily. In addition, whatever position she was granted in her husband’s family 

was insecure until she bore a son. Only after the birth of a male heir did the wife secure her 

position against desertion by divorce as well as the introduction of a second wife into the 

family, gain privileges, respect, and the authority of motherhood, and receive Hyo (filial 

piety) from her sons.46  

In the Choson dynasty, husbands were granted a number of criteria upon which they 

could justify the expulsion of their wives, the so-called Chilchul or Chilkŏjiak (the seven 

grounds for divorce): ‘disobedience toward the parents-in-law’, ‘failure to produce a son’, 

‘adultery’, ‘theft’, ‘undue jealousy’, ‘grave illness’, and ‘extreme talkativeness’. The wife 

therefore had to live from the very beginning of marriage under the pressure of keeping 

herself from getting trapped in the Chilchul, although she could be protected from expulsion 

in the following three instances known as Sambulgo: if she had greatly contributed to the 

increase of the family fortune; if she could not return to her own family after her husband 
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died; and if she had mourned for either or both deceased parents-in-law. These two sets of 

criteria for and against the expulsion of a wife, however, functioned as a means of moral 

pressure rather than as legal stipulations to control married women. For example, for a 

married woman, whether being recognized as a regular member of good standing in society 

or as holding a proper and secure place in the family, the threat of being expelled from her 

husband’s family and the social stigma attached to divorce and remarriage were effective 

means of keeping her obedient and submissive.47 As is often observed in the patriarchal 

family of nowadays, the wife was forcibly demanded to sacrifice herself for society’s image 

of ideal womanhood: submissiveness, non-assertiveness, silence, self-blame, and 

acceptance of whatever the husband’s life brings.48 

Out of these seven grounds for divorce, however, the last three were usually not 

accepted as valid reasons for divorce because they were just part of women’s natural 

disposition whose reformation and correction were the responsibility of their husbands. But 

it was just a proof of deception, fooling people by pretending to have thoughtful 

consideration for women. It simply shows how seriously twisted the Choson society was in 

its view of womanhood. An extreme case of impersonal treatment of women, for example, 

was documented in Sejong sillok, which was about a trial against a man who sent his 

sonless wife packing.49 As for a man, it was a great sin, the so-called “Bulhyo” (lack of 
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filial piety), against his parents to fail in begetting an heir to succeed to their family lineage. 

The man discussed in Sejong sillok expelled his heirless wife and took another one to bring 

forth a son for him to fulfill such a Hyo (filial piety), although the wife was eligible for 

protection under the Sambulgo. Such an unfair act against sonless wives had been practiced 

as an open secret in Korea until the beginning of the twentieth century. Still, such wives 

have usually accepted it as fate and hold themselves culpable for failure to give birth to a 

son, a failure for which they might have not been responsible. 

In sum, married life for women in traditional Korean society was nothing but the very 

scene of a lifelong education to form them into the Confucian ideal of womanhood in three 

ways: obedient daughter-in-law, virtuous wife, and caring mother. Built on the inequality of 

man and woman in conformity with the Yin-Yang theory, the marital relation was a one-

sided flow from a decision maker to a subordinate, from a protector to a protégé, and from a 

person to his shadow. From the outset of married life, the wife was forced to sacrifice 

herself for this ideology and was deprived of the right to enjoy conjugal love and joy with 

the husband in an intimate relationship. Moreover, giving birth to an heir for the patrilineal 

succession to her husband’s family had always taken precedence over her other duties. If 

she could not fulfill such a fundamental duty, she had to acknowledge the failure as her own 

and prepare herself to accept whatever decision the husband’s family may make for the 

fulfillment of that supreme duty. In a word, the bottom line is that married life for women in 

traditional Korean society was just a hard life full of trying obligations rather than a route to 

happiness that would rise from a shared life based on equality, openness, and intimacy. 
                                                                                                                                                      
argument that his first wife had mourned for her father-in-law, and demanded of him 
reconciliation with her. But later, they dropped this demand and had the man punished with 
ninety strokes of heavy bamboo on his buttocks as the penalty for taking a primary wife 
when he already had one. 
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Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry 

 

As the old Korean proverb states, “A bride is as the deaf and mute for three years and 

as the blind for another three years.” This means that a bride entering married life in the 

home of her husband’s parents had to play deaf and mute for the first three years and turn a 

blind eye for another three years to whatever may have happened in that house. By marriage, 

Korean women of previous times were thus thrown into a struggle for existence. Such a 

desperate struggle to fulfill the Confucian ideology of womanhood created nothing but a 

dehumanizing situation in which women were destined to fall victim to the male-dominated 

hierarchical society. From the very beginning of married life, women had to put aside an 

intimate relationship between husband and wife as a source of marital happiness. Rather, 

they had to behave themselves throughout the whole of married life in tune with the 

teachings of Confucian ideology for women in marriage. Their mindset and every move had 

to fit that ideology and be examined accordingly. 

The Confucian transformation of traditional Korean society has left an indelible mark 

on Korean peoples’ sense of value, philosophy of life, and cosmic philosophy. In the course 

of the development of Confucianism over a millennium, the traditional Korean society has 

been fashioned into a society in pursuit of harmony between heaven and earth, king and 

subject, Yangban and commoners, men and women, father and son, and husband and wife. 

Even modern Korean society persists in a hierarchy of gender, generation, age, and class in 

anticipation of harmony and peace among people. Although the situation has largely 

changed superficially, the hierarchy still comes often into action to determine the 

thinking and behavior of Koreans. The vestiges of hierarchical relationships are easily seen 
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wherever Koreans live. This holds true of Korean-Americans, who have maintained the 

high degree of ethnic attachment and solidarity through their strongly homogeneous culture 

in the U.S. Therefore, they are still Koreans in this sense. However, it is also true from the 

author’s pastoral experiences with Korean-Americans that there is every indication that they 

see themselves in transition and no longer desire to confine themselves to the rigid 

framework of the traditional Confucian paradigm of relationship, particularly as they are 

being challenged by the pressures of adapting to the new cultural situation of living in the 

United States. 

From the perspective of the Second Vatican Council’s definition of marriage as the 

community of life and love based on equality, this Project aims at teaching a Catholic ideal 

of marital communication in anticipation of benefits for first generation Catholic Korean-

American couples on the assumption that they feel the strong need of better communication 

to increase their marital intimacy and satisfaction. Accordingly, next chapter will go one 

step forward to achieve that aim as it closely investigates Korean-American marriages. 
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Chapter 3 

KOREAN-AMERICAN MARRIAGE: THE CHALLENGES OF CULTURAL 

TRANSITION 

 

This chapter will focus on the acculturation of ‘third wave Korean immigrant couples 

in the United States,’1 particularly about the cultural challenges and issues they face trying 

to live their marriages in a foreign land. The chapter consists of six sections: in the first 

section, the third wave of Korean immigrants to the United States will be briefly described 

in terms of their historical, socio-economic, and educational background; in the second 

section, their typical mode of adaptation to American society will be explained; the third 

section will describe cultural characteristics and value systems which show who they really 

are, particularly as they challenge American values; in the fourth section, the power shifts in 

gender roles and marital conflicts that Korean-American couples have unavoidably faced 

will be presented and analyzed; the fifth section will deal with the issue of the compromise 

between Korean and American paradigms of marital communication; and finally, the 

implications of this chapter for the Project in Ministry will be suggested in the sixth section.   

 

 

 
                                                 

1. Those Korean-Americans couples who have married and immigrated in large 
numbers to the United States since the passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 
1965 are grouped as the third wave of Korean Immigrants. In particular, the target 
population of this Project is first generation Korean-American couples belonging to this 
third wave of Korean immigrants to the United States. For all subsequent citations in this 
chapter, “Korean immigrants” refers to this group unless introduced otherwise for 
clarification.   
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Third Wave of Korean Immigrants to the United States 

 

The Korean community of today in the U.S. is largely indebted to the Immigration and 

Nationality Act of 1965 (Public Law 89-236, 79 Stat. 911) as the Amendment to the 

Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1955, which led by its policy of racial and ethnic 

equality to a dramatic increase in Asian immigration.2 Due to this amendment the flow of 

Korean immigration to the U.S. conspicuously rose in the two decades between 1970 and 

1990 at the rate of about 35,000 Koreans per year and finally reached a total of about 1.1 

million in 2000, constituting a fifteen-fold increase in Korean population between 1970 and 

2000 (Korean Immigrant Population, U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000). Compared with 

both the first wave of immigration in which about 7200 poor Korean farmers came over the 

Pacific Ocean by ship to Hawaii between 1903 and 1905 and the second wave of 

approximately 15,000 immigrants including women married to U.S. military servicemen 

and the Korean War orphans (1950-1953) adopted by American citizens between 1950 and 

1964, those Korean immigrants since the amendment are grouped into ‘the third wave of 

immigration’. Naturally, the third wave differs fairly not only in the immediate motive of 

immigration but also in economic, educational, and social background from the past two 

waves.3 

First, these third wave Korean immigrants came mainly from economically stable 

nuclear families and were much more educated than those Korean immigrants in both the 

                                                 
2. Pyong-gap Min, “Korean Americans,” in Asian-Americans: Contemporary Trends 

and Issues, ed. Pyong-gap Min, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, 2006), 230.  
 
3. Ibid., 231-235. 
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first and second wave of immigration.4 They even enjoyed a much higher educational level 

than Koreans in Korea. For the percentage of college graduates, 52 percent of the Korean 

immigrants completed a four-year college education compared to 24 percent of the 

population in Korea. More surprisingly, they achieved a higher level of education than 

second generation Korean-Americans born in the U.S. in all three indicators: high school, 

college, and graduate school (Korea National Statistical Office, 2002, p. 234; U.S. Census 

Bureau, 5% Public Use Microdata Sample of Census 2000).5 

Another interesting finding is the disappearance of a gender gap in educational levels 

among these Korean immigrants. There had been a significant gap for a long time between 

the sexes in education under the strong influence of Confucian tradition in Korean society, 

although it became notably moderated in recent years. Thus, according to the Korea 

National Statistics of 2002, 31 percent of men in Korea completed a college education in 

2000 as compared to only 18 percent of women. For these Korean immigrants to the U.S., 

however, the situation reversed itself. Of immigrant women, 61 percent completed a college 

education while only 57 percent of men did so.6 This data suggests that the third-wave 

Korean immigrants have mostly come from middle- or upper middle-class families that 

were convinced of the benefits of a good education and blessed with material comforts to 

afford one to their children regardless of sex. 

Second, the increasing deficiency of job opportunities, social and political insecurity, 

                                                 
4. Bok-lim C. Kim and Eunjung Ryu, “Korean Families,” in Ethnicity & Family 

Therapy, 3rd ed. Monica McGoldrick, Joe Giordano, and Nydia Garcia-Preto (New York: 
The Guilford Press, 2005), 350.  

 
5. Min, “Korean Americans,” 249-250.  
 
6. Ibid.    
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and a heated atmosphere of sending children overseas for a better education were the trend 

of the 1970s and 1980s in Korea by which the third wave of Korean immigration was 

precipitated.7 During this time of convulsions, the excessive supply of college graduates 

relative to the demand of the labor force market left many college graduates unemployed. 

Furthermore, social instability caused by people’s massive resistance against the military 

regime had raged through society between 1961 and 1987. So, many intellectuals tried to 

escape to the United States in anticipation of a better education for their children as well as 

a better job opportunity for themselves in a stabilized society.    

Third, in addition to those push factors, there were other elements to pull them into the 

U.S.: the presence of their relatives and close friends having already settled comfortably in 

the U.S.; the anticipation of success in business; open opportunities for their children to 

study in the best universities in the world; the strong U.S.-Korean military, economic and 

political ties; and their naïve assessment of the U.S. as a country of freedom, equality, 

affluence, and prosperity.8   

All those push and pull factors contributed separately or collectively to running a 

future risk in a strange land. Although they were relatively well-prepared in education, it has 

never been an easy job for them to adapt to a new culture. For example, their ability to 

speak English was insufficient for living well in an English-speaking culture because they 

had never been engaged in the practical use of English for living due to the emphasis on 

reading and understanding English throughout their long years of English education at 

                                                 
7. Ill-soo Kim, New Urban Immigrants: The Korean Community in New York 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981). 
 
8. Min, “Korean Americans,” 233.  
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schools in Korea.9 Quite often, therefore, they became disappointed and sometimes blamed 

themselves for not being able to properly defend themselves against mistreatment and 

disadvantage because of their deficiency in speaking English. In addition, as cultural shock 

and discomfort led them into greater frustrations, they were forced to maintain high levels 

of ethnic attachment and solidarity as a means of existence or even survival. Accordingly, as 

Min pointed out, the third wave Korean immigrants hold on strongly to their ethnicity by 

engaging themselves in the following life patterns: group homogeneity, a high rate of 

affiliation with and frequent participation in ethnic religious congregations, and a high 

concentration in small businesses.10 These adjustment patterns became the defining 

characteristics that distinguished them from other Asian immigrant groups.  

This is a general observation on the socio-economic and educational background of the 

third wave Korean immigrants as the motive of their immigration to the U.S. and their 

adjustment to American culture. The following sections will explore these issues in greater 

detail. 

 

Typical Mode of Adaptation to American Culture 

 

As seen from the perspective of struggle immigrants experience for existence in an 

unfamiliar land, the adaptation of immigrants to a foreign culture can be defined as “the 

process in which immigrants modify their attitudinal and behavioral patterns in order to 

                                                 
9. Won-moo Hurh and Kwang-chung Kim, Korean Immigrants in America: A 

Structural Analysis of Ethnic Confinement and Adhesive Adaptation (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh 
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maintain and improve their life conditions in a manner that is compatible with the new 

environment.”11 In other words, for an immigrant community, adaptation to a new society 

is a process of coping with the various settings of the host society in order to become 

comfortable with the new environment. However, the level of difference in characteristics 

between ethnic groups of immigrants and the host society results in acculturative stress and 

related adaptation problems.12 So it is most likely that those Korean immigrants had to deal 

with stress from two different sources. On the one hand, they had to be subject to 

acculturative stress as they dealt with prejudice, discriminatory acts, and the immigration 

policies and social environment of the U.S., while on the other the Korean value system and 

cultural characteristics that are different from those of the American society have also 

caused severe stress in the adaptation process. Their choice of food and clothing, Korean 

language preference due to lack of English proficiency, discriminatory place of residence, 

and patterns of business offer evidence for the acculturation and adaptation stress they have 

had to survive since entry into American society. In addition, if a value system suggests the 

way in which people perceive objects interacting with themselves and determine how they 

think, make decisions, behave, maintain social relationships, evaluate, and take 

responsibilities, their typical group-oriented value system must have given rise to more 

stress and problems in the process of adaptation to American culture, which is individual-

centered. 

Naturally, from the outset, these Korean immigrants could not help but deal with 
                                                 

11. Hurh and Kim, Korean Immigrants in America, 73.  
 
12. Fariyal Ross-Sheriff, “Adaptation and Integration into American Society: Major 

Issues Affecting Asian Americans,” in Social Work Practice with Asian Americans, ed. 
Sharlene Maeda Furuto, Renuka Biswas, Douglas K. Chung, Menji Murase, and Fariyal 
Ross-Sheriff, (Newbury Park: SAGE Publications, 1992), 46. 
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ambivalence toward their twofold desire in order to survive in a foreign culture: to preserve 

their own cultural heritage while discarding some specific aspects of their traditional culture. 

Therefore, significant for them was how to combine two cultures of a different nature 

together, resulting in the divergent values of maintaining cultural practices of the society of 

origin and the value of relating to other groups in and the cultural practices of the host 

society. Accordingly, the outcome of the combination of two cultures and two sets of values 

emerged in four outcomes: integration; assimilation; separation; and marginalization.13 The 

‘integration’ outcome refers to a mode of adaptation in which a significant part of the 

identity of the traditional Korean culture is maintained while simultaneously engaging in 

effective interethnic contact through active participation in American society. The 

‘assimilation’ outcome signifies a gain in the values and behaviors of American culture at 

the expense of a loss of identity of the traditional Korean culture in the process of 

adaptation. The ‘separation’ outcome implies the establishment of separate sets of 

institutions and congregations for social interaction from other ethnic groups in American 

society as well as the establishment of enclaves of ‘Koreatowns’ like ‘Chinatowns’, ‘Little 

Tokyos’, and ‘Little Saigons’. Finally, the ‘marginalization’ outcome is the least observed 

mode of adaptation, which is characterized not only by a loss of identity of the traditional 

Korean culture but also by alienation and rejection from American society. 

Historically, the third wave Korean immigrants have displayed the adaptation modes of 

‘integration’ and ‘separation’. In both ways, they have responded to the acculturative 

pressures of American society on them to become an integral part of the society and have 

managed to maintain cultural integrity as Koreans. As ‘hyphenated Americans’ (Korean-

                                                 
13. Ibid., 48-49. 
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Americans), they have maintained a strong homogeneity in culture as well as their intimate 

social ties with Koreans in terms of business, place of residence, ethnic associations and 

organizations, and even churches, whether they have integrated into American society or 

settled in their ethnic enclaves. The following evidence endorses how these typical 

adaptation patterns of Korean immigrants to American society have been precipitated and 

fashioned. 

According to the studies of Hurh & Kim (1990) and Min (2000), the percentage of 

Christians among Korean immigrants to the U. S. (approximately 75 percent) was 

remarkably higher than that of Koreans at home (26 percent).14 However, this percentage 

does not simply reflect that these third wave Korean immigrants have come largely from the 

urban, well-educated, and economically-stabilized middle-class of the Korean population in 

which Christianity was strong. It also shows their inclination to ethnic attachment in the 

process of adaptation to American society. Gratifying Korean immigrants not only by 

providing religious and spiritual services but also by playing a pivotal role in bringing them 

together for social gatherings and offering various opportunities for them to meet their 

economical, educational, and psychological needs, the Korean immigrants’ churches then 

strengthened their ethnic attachment.  

In addition, Korean immigrants’ high level of concentration on small businesses also 

testifies that they have had strong ethnic attachment in the business world. Because of 

language and cultural barriers, the majority of Korean immigrants, whether as business 

owners, unpaid family members, or paid employees, work in the Korean ethnic economy, 
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where they speak mostly the Korean language and practice Korean customs in the 

workplace.15 

Still, the third wave Korean immigrants’ various patterns of adaptation to the U.S. 

reflect cultural and structural problems inherent both in the Korean immigrants’ society and 

in American society.16 Accordingly, the mode and degree of the third wave Korean 

immigrants’ adaptation to American society depended not only on their adaptive capacities 

but also on the openness and the receptivity of the American social structure. These two 

factors, Korean and American, contributed to or interfered with the process and the degree 

of adaptation. For instance, when imposed ethnic segregation is inherent in the structure of 

the host society, it is most likely that immigrants’ assimilation into the mainstream of the 

host society is restricted in its scope and intensity regardless of their desire for assimilation, 

socioeconomic status, degree of acculturation, or their length of residence in the host society. 

Under such circumstances, the level of ethnic attachment tends to increase in order to make 

primary needs met, preserve collective identity, and mitigate frustrations, deprivation, and 

social isolation.17  

Therefore, if the term “adhesive” adaptation, as Hurh and Kim contend, refers to a 

particular mode of adaptation in which certain aspects of a new culture and social relations 

with members of the host society are added to the immigrants’ traditional culture and social 

networks, without replacing or modifying any significant part of the old, the third wave 
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Korean immigrants’ mode of adaptation to American society was nothing but adhesive 

adaptation, far from being a zero-sum model of assimilation.18 It holds true in that their 

gradual Americanization and strong ethnic attachment have complemented each other well 

without causing any serious acculturation problem. This mode of adaptation may be 

typically a phenomenon of first generation Korean immigrants of the third wave since their 

children as second generation Korean-Americans will be less ethnically attached and more 

assimilated into American society than their parents. However, the inborn tendency of 

Koreans to ethnic attachment may not easily diminish, nor may a deep-rooted racial 

segregation inherent in the American society. Then, most probably, the adhesive adaptation 

mode will continue. How those third wave Korean immigrants have led their lives through 

this mode of adhesive adaptation is the issue of the remainder of this chapter, particularly in 

terms of their cultural characteristics and sense of values, power shifts and gender role 

conflicts in marital relationships, and their patterns of marital communication.  

 

Cultural Characteristics and Value System 

 

As briefly mentioned above, the third wave Korean immigrants are very homogeneous 

from the perspective of culture. Although they now live in the U.S., most of the time they 

speak the Korean language both at home and at work, associate and establish an intimacy 

mostly with Koreans, and persist in the traditional Confucian ideology of life. This cultural 

homogeneity that enhances ethnic attachment and cohesion is conspicuous by their 

adherence to the following philosophy of life and value system characteristic of Koreans as 
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compared to white Americans.  

First, a cultural trait of these Korean immigrants as also seen in other Asian ethnic 

groups is that they are very much context-centered. Context refers to the collection of social 

and cultural conditions that influences the life of an individual and a community. These 

Korean immigrants, according to Chung, devote their attention to the surrounding 

circumstances or context of an event.19 Thus, not only traditionally but also even today, 

Koreans at home and abroad unhesitatingly define themselves as belonging to a ‘group self’ 

whose identity is rooted in families, businesses, and churches while American culture 

focuses more on an ‘individual self’ whose identity is rooted in the individual, emphasizing 

objective facts of the individual rather than the surrounding circumstances of the 

individual.20 So it is not surprising at all for the whole family and Korean community to 

feel disgraced collectively when one of its members fails in an examination or does 

something shameful. For example, it was very natural for Koreans to have felt collectively 

guilty and shameful of the indiscriminate shooting at Virginia Tech in 2007 and for Korean 

communities here in the U.S. and even the President of South Korea to express sincere 

condolences to the families of the victims. While this might have seemed a bit strange and 

even embarrassing to many Americans, it gave them an insight into who Koreans really are. 

Thus, traditionally, Korean children are taught to have a family and group-oriented sense of 

identity and to develop a high level of commitment in social relationships on behalf of the 

group they belong to. It is therefore considered immoral for a Korean individual to act 
                                                 

19. Douglas K. Chung, “Asian Cultural Commonalities: A Comparison with 
Mainstream American Culture,” in Social Work Practice with Asian Americans, ed. 
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without due consideration of the family’s welfare first.21  

Second, another cultural characteristic of these Korean immigrants is the dominance of 

patriarchal tradition over every dimension of life. Despite contemporary increases in 

women’s employment and men’s participation in family chores, this traditional patriarchal 

hierarchy is still strong among these Korean immigrants. Therefore, most Korean 

immigrants regardless of sex still believe that a man runs the risk of losing face, prestige, 

and dignity as a male by participating in family work that is traditionally regarded as the 

female’s job. A comparative study reports that 71 percent of Korean and Japanese married 

women agree with the statement “The husband should be the breadwinner, while the wife 

stays at home,” while only 34 percent of American women and 14 percent of Swedish 

women agree (Korean Survey [Gallup] Polls Ltd, 1987).22 This evidence suggests that the 

majority of Korean married women were indoctrinated in the patriarchal gender role 

hierarchy in family life. Furthermore, the author’s pastoral counseling experiences, 

particularly with first generation Korean-American wives in the U.S., also confirm their 

toleration of the husband’s role as the family head in order to establish order in the family 

and ensure home discipline of children.  

Third, these Korean immigrants still strongly adhere to living by the principle of 

harmony, which plays a critical role in influencing behavior in various human interactions. 

Under this value system, they find it difficult to speak for themselves, make requests, and 

confront others for fear that they may hurt others and break peace and harmony among 

people. They easily confine themselves to keeping harmonious relationships with others 
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within the cultural norms of self-limitation, silence, shame, guilt, avoidance, and obedience. 

The establishment of harmony is thus always the most crucial option for them to take 

whether they try to live well with external and natural worlds or to achieve synchronization 

with their internal psychological states and their social relations with others.  

A list of cultural differences between Asians and Americans drafted by a group of 

Vietnamese researchers in 1978 gives an excellent summary of the above remarks: 

Asians have a strong tendency to accept the world as it is, while Americans tend to 
change it according to their blueprint; Asians live in peace with nature, while 
Americans try to impose their will on nature; Asians try to conceal their love from the 
world, while Americans delight in showing it to the world; Asians believe in freedom 
of silence, while Americans believe in freedom of speech; Asians marry first, then love, 
while Americans love first, then marry; marriage for Asians is the beginning of a love 
affair, while marriage for Americans is the happy end of a romance; for Asians, love is 
mute, while for Americans, love is vocal; and self-denial is a secret to Asians’ survival, 
while self-assertiveness is the key to Americans’ success.23 

 

Power Shifts in Gender Roles and Marital Conflicts 

 

As may be guessed from the previous discussion, there has been an increased tension 

among Korean immigrants since they started a new life in a strange land that is different in 

culture from the country in which they had grown up. Specifically, in the context of married 

life, this tension is caused by the failure of adjustment between wives’ increased economic 

role and husbands’ persistence in the traditional patriarchal ideology, which has very often 

led to marital conflicts and problems. Therefore, this section explains marital conflicts in the 

context of the power shift in gender roles as generated by wives’ increased economic role 

and husbands’ resistance to their concomitant decline in economic power and status. In the 
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concrete, how the economic structure of both the Korean immigrants’ communities and the 

American society has enabled wives to play an important economic role and has weakened 

husbands’ economic power and status in the family, how Korean immigrants’ social 

segregation and ethnic homogeneity hinder them from modifying the Confucian patriarchal 

hierarchy they brought with them from Korea, and how such a sudden increase in wives’ 

economic role without significant changes in their husbands’ gender role attitudes have 

caused conflicts and troubles in Korean immigrants’ marital relationships. 

First, the Korean immigrants come from a country in which the husband is considered 

the primary breadwinner and decision maker in the family and almost all the time exercises 

authority over his wife and children, while the wife is supposed to be the so-called Hyonmo 

yangcheo (a wise mother and good wife) by being obedient to her parents-in-law, her 

husband, and his kin as well as by perpetuating her husband’s lineage by bearing sons. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that over eighty percent of Korean married women in Korea, 

according to one survey conducted in 1986, who had been employed prior to marriage quit 

their jobs upon marriage to concentrate as full-time homemakers, serving their husbands 

and families and educating their children.24 Immigration to the U.S., however, has 

challenged Koreans to make significant changes in the family financial system, particularly 

regarding the radical increase in wives’ labor force participation rates. According to the 

1990 U.S. census, approximately 60 percent of Korean-American married women 

participated in the labor force while only 23 percent of the 297 respondents in a 1988 survey 

of Korean-American married women in New York City reported that they had continued to 
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work after marriage in Korea.25 Furthermore, the U.S. Bureau of the Census shows that the 

percentage of Korean immigrant working wives in 2000 has steadily increased to 66 

percent.26 These statistics suggest that Korean-American wives have responded not only to 

the increasing need of participation in the labor force to survive in the U.S. but also to the 

American value of gender equality for job opportunities. In a word, no matter what types of 

business they engage in, income contribution from wives has certainly constituted a 

considerable portion of the family finances. Korean wives have played an even more 

important role than their husbands in many family-run businesses, particularly small 

businesses such as dry cleaning shops, grocery stores, and small restaurants. Very often, in 

running such businesses, husbands played marginal role, such as driving their wives to and 

from the shops, did not enjoy their jobs at all, and were reluctant to talk with customers, 

most probably because they felt such jobs were a disgrace to them and hurt their self-esteem. 

To avoid being hurt in self-esteem, they even risked being called ‘shuttermen’, 

‘househusbands’, or ‘golf maniacs’ in the Korean community as they helped their wives 

only to open and close the stores, baby-sat, or played golf even during the daytime on 

weekdays.27 This kind of role reversal stands out more clearly for new immigrant families 

than for other families. Accordingly, more pressure and stress are put on just-arrived 

husbands than already-settled ones. 

Second, concerning the structural factors not only to keep the traditional gender role 

attitudes intact but also to perpetuate the Confucian patriarchal hierarchy at home and at 
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work, Min suggests the contribution of the following three factors: Korean immigrants’ 

cultural homogeneity, their economic segregation, and their strong affiliation with Korean 

ethnic churches.28 According to him, these three factors have interrelatedly functioned to 

keep Korean immigrants socially segregated from the larger society. This segregation, in 

turn, has fortified and contributed to perpetuating the patriarchal hierarchy they brought 

with them from Korea as it has kept them apart from the American society that deems 

highly the egalitarian ideology in gender roles.  

The Korean immigrants, homogeneous in culture and historical experiences, have been 

living in an environment in which they, whether at home or in the businesses, speak, read, 

and write most of the time the Korean language. Even now, they get news and information 

for business, health, education, and leisure activities from Korean-language ethnic daily 

newspapers, television, or radio programs, and keep connected with Korea through the 

same-day news broadcasts via satellite from Korea. Furthermore, Korean immigrants stay 

current with new Korean movies and television programs through videotapes rented from 

Korean supermarkets. Such a way of life has kept Korean immigrants more attached to their 

own culture and has also contributed through the ensuing cultural homogeneity to the 

persistence of the traditional gender role ideology.  

Another factor that has contributed to their strong ethnic attachment in culture is their 

ethnic segregation in business. The majority of Korean immigrants have worked mostly 

with and for Koreans in the Korean ethnic economy. Thus, this concentration on the ethnic 

economy has locked them into confined social interactions almost exclusively with co-

ethnic members so that they seldom find an opportunity to establish close relationships with 
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other American citizens having different views on gender role attitudes. Although Korean 

immigrants have worked usually with hired Latino workers in their businesses, it hasn’t 

produced much change in their view of gender roles because Latinos also hold as firmly to a 

conservative gender role ideology as the Korean immigrants do. In other words, Korean 

immigrants, either by this exclusion of other ethnic groups from business or by minimal 

communication, if any, with white and African American customers, have isolated 

themselves from opportunities to learn American customs, including a more egalitarian 

gender role orientation.  

In addition, the contribution of ethnic churches to Korean immigrants’ cultural 

segregation can not be omitted. By offering the Korean immigrants opportunities for 

immigration and business information, education, ethnic fellowships, and cultural and social 

activities, the Korean immigrant churches have strengthened unity and solidarity among the 

Korean immigrants and have consequently contributed to the maintenance of the 

hierarchical gender role structure. Furthermore, through their practices of sex discrimination 

for themselves, the Korean immigrant churches have reinforced the patriarchal gender role 

division among Koreans in the U.S. For example, by normally not allowing women to hold 

important positions as pastors or decision makers in church affairs and also by teaching 

women who are in tension or conflict with their husbands to accept their subordinate 

position in behalf of harmony and peace in the family, the Korean immigrant churches have 

contributed a lot to the perpetuation of the patriarchal ideology. The following example that 

Kim extracted from an interview with a woman in 1996 shows clearly how she even 

legitimatized women’s subordinate status to resolve her inner conflicts by appealing to 

Christian religious beliefs: 
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I believe men are superior to women. If men and women are equal, there is always 
collision. Therefore, God made women inferior to men so that he prevents 
collision . . . . Gee I had such a hard life after getting married. My husband and I 
fought so much during our twenty-five year marriage, but I could not win. Oh I was 
miserable. Now, I’ve given up. I realized that to win against a husband is not possible 
because God made men superior to women.29 

As seen in this interview, it is undeniable that the Korean immigrant churches, by allowing 

sexist and anthropomorphic views of God, have contributed to reinforcing the Yin-Yang 

theory to the extent that gender hierarchy is still treasured among many Korean-Americans 

as the ultimate principle yielding harmony between the male (Yang: Heaven) and the female 

(Yin: Earth). 

Third, in a high state of tension between power shift in gender roles for the family 

finances and the Korean immigrants’ society’s persistence in the traditional paradigm of 

gender roles, marital conflicts seem inevitable. According to the comparative reference to 

2005 data of the U.S. Census Bureau, and of the Ministry of Health and Welfare of Korea 

(MOHW), the percentage of currently divorced Korean immigrants (5 percent) is somewhat 

higher than that of the population in Korea (3.2 percent). The data alone doesn’t 

scientifically establish a causal relation between the gradually-increasing marital conflicts 

among Korean-American couples and their relatively higher percentage than that of the 

population in Korea. Yet, the data may reflect that Korean immigrants have since been 

exposed to American culture and have challenged themselves to accept more liberal views 

on marriage and divorce; they may also imply that the gender role reversals and the 

concurrence of Korean men’s feeling of degradation and status anxiety have somewhat 

contributed to marital instability.  
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With the increase of wives’ responsibility for the economic welfare of the family, 

wives may have begun to raise their voices and challenge their husband’s authority and the 

fixed gender roles in housework. On the other hand, husbands, particularly as traditionally-

sanctioned authority figures, may have defied the challenge of their wives by refusing to 

undertake housework chores. In such a case, according to Kim and Ryu, it is not uncommon 

that husbands hurt in feeling and disgraced by their wives risk to compensate such 

humiliation occasionally by violent means, either physical or psychological, as they try to 

regain power over their wives.30 Min gives a vivid example of marital conflict that broke 

out between a couple after returning home exhausted from long hours of working together 

at their own retail store, a conflict between a wife who always had to prepare family meals 

all by herself and a husband who usually read a Korean daily newspaper or watched Korean 

television programs and never helped her with cooking and dishwashing. Min reported the 

wife’s complaint to her husband: 

I work in the store as many hours as you do, and I play an even more important role in 
our business than you. But you don’t help me at home. It’s never fair. My friends in 
Korea work full-time at home, but don’t have to work outside. Here I work too much 
both inside and outside the home. Did you bring me to this country for exploitation?31 

It may suggest that as long as husbands’ resistance to sharing family chores still remains 

active enough to collide with wives’ increasing demands for the equal division of family 

chores, marital conflicts will be unavoidable and even become chronic.  

Taking all these challenges to gender roles and the ensuing marital conflicts the Korean 

immigrant families have faced into account, we next delve into their paradigm of marital 

communication by which marital conflicts might have been aggravated or even perpetuated. 
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Paradigm of Marital Communication 

 

Korean immigrant couples are passing through a period of transition in terms of their 

marital relationship and hence their paradigm of communication. This suggests that the 

driving force for change and the power of resistance to it coexist, competing with and 

dominating each other in turn. In other words, Korean-American couples’ paradigm of 

communication is undergoing a change on the one hand as the couples are exposed to a new 

paradigm of relationship by living in the U.S. so that they feel a strong need for change in 

mental attitude and behavior toward each other for a happier marriage. However, the 

paradigm is still in some respects characterized by husbands’ persistence in the patriarchal 

marital relationship and wives’ compromising attitude on the other. 

It is noteworthy that Korean immigrant wives, though now raising their voices against 

their husbands’ authority and the unequal division of housework, do not intend to subvert 

the traditional gender hierarchy in the marital relationship. They concede that the patriarchal 

authority of husbands as family heads should remain unchallenged, especially for family 

order and the education of children, as shown in Lim’s following interview with a wife: 

I don’t think it is desirable for a woman to henpeck her husband even though she 
works outside the home. I want a man to lead everything in his family. I think the 
authority of a family head needs to be secure at home.32 

Most Korean immigrant wives regard their employment outside the home as a responsibility 

for the family or even as an unavoidable option for family survival, so that they do not take 

advantage of their job to claim marital equality. Nor do they demand more housework of 

their husbands in the name of fairness, particularly because of a feeling of guilt for having 

                                                 
32. Lim, “Korean Immigrant Women’s Challenge,” 40. 
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contributed by their employment to their husbands’ sense of failure. They are still anxious 

lest their husbands’ self-respect will be hurt, as their husbands are no longer the sole 

breadwinners for the family. So they think it is wiser for a wife to take care of most of the 

family chores than to push her husband to share this responsibility. Thus, Korean immigrant 

wives, in awareness of the social stigma attached to dominant wives, are careful not to give 

others the impression that they control their husbands.33 This mindset of the Korean 

immigrant wives has contributed as much to maintaining their paradigm of marital 

communication as did their husbands’ adherence to the traditional Confucian gender 

hierarchy. In other words, this mental attitude of the Korean immigrant wives, which 

concedes whether unwillingly or in compromise to the traditional male superiority over the 

female that women should always endure and sacrifice themselves for men simply because 

they are born women, has easily led them to avoid dealing with marital conflicts and accept 

them even as ‘the cup to drink’.  

In accordance with this patriarchal ideology of harmonious marital relationship 

involving wives’ reluctant but compromising concession to the traditional authority of 

husbands, Korean immigrant couples have often communicated with each other in the 

relationship paradigm that employs a stoic acceptance of the inevitable, a denial of reality in 

camouflage, and internal dialogue with issues in fear of conflict.34 Yet, this doesn’t mean, 

particularly in recent years, that they have always taken the paradigm for granted and found 

no problem living within it. This even holds true for husbands who may have enjoyed and 

                                                 
33. Ibid., 42. 
 
34. Elizabeth Sook-wha Ahn-Toupin, “Counseling Asians: Psychotherapy in the 

Context of Racism and Asian-American History,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 50, 
no.1 (Jan 1980): 81. 
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benefited from this patriarchal paradigm of marital relationship practiced for centuries. In 

other words, although it is likely that Korean immigrant husbands by clinging to this 

paradigm have often frustrated the growing demands of wives for shared responsibility in 

housework, it is also probable that the husbands have felt uneasy and uncomfortable with 

this interaction. Therefore, probably in awakening to the realization that they have a right to 

enjoy a happier life, Korean immigrant married couples have not only tried to be honest 

with a hunger deep in their hearts for a mutually liberating and satisfying relationship, but 

also slowly have challenged themselves to renounce this long-practiced pattern of 

communication characterized by a stance of authority and submission rather than of equality, 

distance rather than intimacy, and disguise rather than openness, which has often hindered 

them from satisfying this hunger and made such a dysfunctional relationship paradigm 

chronic.  

 

Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry 

 

Korean immigrants, particularly in the third wave of immigration, have adapted to 

American society by means of what is called adhesive adaptation. As they came mostly 

from the middle or upper classes in terms of education, finances, and social status, they 

have shown the adaptation modes of integration or separation rather than those of 

marginalization or assimilation. In other words, no matter how successfully they have been 

integrated into the American society, they have still maintained a high level of homogeneity 

in language, value system, customs, business and social gatherings. Although they have 

placed a high value on and have challenged themselves to adjust to American ideals such as 
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freedom, equality, and competitiveness, they have also taken it for granted that they have 

found an enclave in which to feel emotionally safe and to remain connected to their highly 

valued Korean culture. Interestingly, the longer they have lived in the U.S. the less they 

have experienced the need of a significant change in culture. Probably, this has been a way 

for them to survive cultural conflict or to show little need to change their sense of Korean 

cultural superiority to American culture. 

However, the traditional gender roles and power figures in the family as well as 

cultural factors and value systems discriminating against women have been critically 

reviewed and are now somewhat in transition. The traditional marital relationship in 

particular, which is based on inherent gender inequality, is now challenged by the Korean 

immigrant couples here in the U.S., where gender equality is highly cherished. In fact, 

husbands’ persistence in and wives’ stoic acceptance of the Confucian ideology of marital 

relations and the confirmation of that ideology by the Korean immigrant society and even 

the Korean immigrant churches have contributed to the chronicity of gender discrimination 

in which married couples still tend to maintain or acquiesce in the traditional value of 

marital relationship. Without a corresponding change in the paradigm of marital relationship, 

therefore, mutually-liberating marital communication based on equality may remain only a 

long-cherished dream. 

This Project in Ministry, though not aiming directly to change the paradigm of the 

value system of Korean immigrant couples, will help them to review and challenge their 

mode of communication that has affected their lives and deepened the traditional paradigm 

of marital relations based on gender inequality so that they may become encouraged to live 

married life on the basis of equality and find consequently their relationships more 
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satisfying and liberating. Particularly, Catholic Korean-American spouses who are 

somewhat disciplined in the Catholic Church’s view of marriage as a community of life and 

love founded on equality would benefit most from this Project. As intended, this Project in 

Ministry will help them consider a new dimension of living together in God’s call to 

marriage for holiness, educate them to communicate life and love to each other on their way 

to communion with God, and channel them through the Trinitarian model of marital 

communication into living a Catholic ideal of marital communication for increased marital 

satisfaction and intimacy. 

Therefore, resting upon the previous chapters as its foundation, the following chapter 

will explore the Catholic ideal of marital communication by researching the relationship 

between communication and marital intimacy from the perspective of a Trinitarian 

spirituality of marriage. It will serve not only as the conclusion of Part One but also as the 

heart of the Project in Ministry as a whole.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4 

A CATHOLIC IDEAL OF COMMUNICATION IN MARRIAGE AS A COMMUNITY OF 

LIFE AND LOVE 

 

This chapter will be divided into four sections. The first section will explain that 

communication as the ability to transmit and receive meanings is a fundamental key to 

achieve mutual understanding, which is at the heart of marital intimacy and satisfaction. In 

the second section, Ouellet Cardinal Marc’s marriage analogy of the Trinity as the 

theoretical foundation of a Trinitarian mode of marital communication will be explored in 

the triple perspective of theology, anthropology, and ecclesiology. Based on these 

developments, a Trinitarian mode of marital communication as derived from Amedeo 

Cencini’s understanding of communication will be conceptualized and suggested as a 

Catholic ideal of marital communication in the context of silence, listening, and dialogue in 

the third section. Finally, the fourth section will summarize the chapter and give its 

implication for the Project in Ministry as a conclusion. 

 

Communication as a Key to Marital Intimacy 

 

It may fairly be said that there is no other factor than communication for which most 

spouses come for therapy. It suggests that although they may not have only the problem of 

communication, they suffer mostly from poor communication which leads very often to an 

escalation rather than a resolution of conflicts and problems. “Our major problem rests on 

poor communication.” and “We don’t communicate at all.” are often the main issues that 
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spouses bring up for counseling. By these, they complain that they are unable to deal with 

their marital issues through appropriate communication and consequently feel 

misunderstood, unheard, neglected, or ignored. 

What then do they complain about communication, the real absence of communication 

or dysfunctional communication? Whether communication is defined as a means of 

expressing a relationship1 or as vitally constitutive of the relationship itself,2 both 

definitions suggest with one accord that communication is “the means by which relating 

takes place.”3 There will be no such thing as not communicating in a human relationship 

since life is communication.4 For example, as a husband upon returning home from work 

goes directly to the TV room to watch a baseball game without saying a word to his wife 

who has been struggling all day with the kids, he is not not communicating. In like manner, 

when the wife responds to her husband’s end-of-the-day greetings with cold silence, she is 

not not communicating either. Both actually communicate by a powerful message. 

Therefore, it is not logically correct to say, “We do not communicate at all.” It is not 

possible for spouses to conceal when they feel sad or upset within their ongoing 
                                                 

1. Sally Planalp and Kathy Garvin-Doxas, “Using Manual Knowledge in Conversation: 
Friends as Experts in Each Other,” in The Dynamics of Relationship, ed. Steven Duck 
(Thousand Oak, CA: Sage Publications, 1994), 1-26. 
 

2. John Shotter, “What is a ‘personal’ relationship?: A Rhetorical-Responsive Account 
of “Unfinished Business,” in Attributions, Accounts and Close Relationships, ed. John H. 
Harvey, Terri L. Orbuch and Ann L. Weber (New York: Springer Verlag, 1991), 19-39.   
 

3. Howard J. Clinebell and Charlotte H. Clinebell, The Intimate Marriage (New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1970), 87. 

 
4. Peter H. Neidig and Dale H. Friedman, Spouse Abuse: A Treatment Program for 

Couples (Champaign, IL: Research Press Company, 1984), 134; Em Griffin, Making 
Friends (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 114; Harville Hendrix and Helen 
LaKelly Hunt, Getting the Love You Want Workbook: The New Couples’ Study Guide (New 
York: ATRIA Books, 2003), 35. 
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relationships. In a word, all human behavior is communication at some level.5As long as 

human beings are homo narrans,6 therefore, they can not be fully brought into existence 

without communication by which “emotions are conveyed, cognitions are represented, 

behaviors are performed and explained, and thus relationships are conducted.”7 They are 

communicating at any rate to each other whether constructively or in a manner that is 

destructive to their relationships.  

Therefore, the bottom line is how couples can communicate with each other in a 

constructive way to deal with marital conflicts and problems. Good or constructive 

communication is not simply the ability to send and receive messages but also the 

instrument for helping achieve a healthier relationship and even a condition vital to marital 

survival and intimacy. About such an important role of communication in marital 

relationship, Howe writes:  

One can pull himself from the pit of loneliness only by the ropes of communication. 
Without communication, the possibilities for a relationship become hopeless, the 
resources of the partners for the relationship are no longer available, and the means for 
healing the hurts that previous communication may have caused are no longer 
present . . .8      

Good communication thus provides spouses an opportunity for healing and growth by 

dealing constructively with marital issues. Good communication, however, cannot be 

reduced to the immediate means of solving the problems and conflicts of spouses. Nor do 

                                                 
5. Irene Goldenberg and Herbert Goldenberg, Family Therapy: An Overview, 4th ed. 

(Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1996), 211. 
 

6. Barbara Myerhoff, Number Our Days (New York: Simon & Shuster, 1978), 272. 
 
7. Lise VanderVoort and Steve Duck, “Talking about ‘Relationships’: Variations on a 

Theme,” in Communication and Personal Relationships, ed. Kathryn Dindia and Steve 
Duck (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2000), 3.  

 
8. Reuel L. Howe, Herein Is Love (Valley Forge, PA: The Judson Press, 1961), 99. 
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communication skills to alleviate tension between spouses guarantee good communication. 

Rather, good communication involves the context of what each has become through 

interacting with the other over a period of time. Without the proper context, the spouses 

may do more harm than good with their communication. In other words, they may attack, 

blame, and hurt each other in the name of communication. In order for communication to 

become effective and constructive, therefore, spouses should be committed to being 

together in a continuing relationship and communicating with each other in mutually 

conforming ways. Good communication thus needs the context of a true spousal partnership 

that must be set up on shared visions, commitment, and agreements. Montuori and Conti 

explain this partnership in the context of dialogue:  

    Partnership is created in dialogue, and dialogue is created in partnership. This does not 
mean that in a partnership dialogue we just nod and smile a friendly smile and agree 
with each other at all costs. A partnership dialogue involves both parties listening, 
questioning, probing, exploring, but also trying to build something together.9 

Therefore, good communication involves not only effective communication skills and their 

practices but also behaviors and mental attitudes for maintaining commitment and 

cooperation as the network of communication in the total relationship of spouses. 

    This partnership dialogue as total relationship is best embodied in nothing other than 

marital communication, particularly in the marriage as “the intimate partnership of life and 

love”10 which provides a unique opportunity for spouses to communicate at increasingly 

deep levels whatever concerns them as communion. Beyond the universal vocation of all 

Christians in any state of life to holiness, marriage is a unique vocation for spouses to share 

                                                 
9. Alfonso Montouri and Isabella Conti, From Power to Partnership: Creating the 

Future of Love, Work, and Community (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, 1993), 266. 
 
10. Gaudium et Spes, n. 48. 
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the experiences, both personal and common, of their journey together in life and love. 

Accordingly, spouses as called to live the community of life and love are in a great need of 

the partnership dialogue in which they share not only their concerns, thoughts, and works 

but also their joys, sorrows, and wounds without fear in the covenant love. It is genuine 

communication through which every step of their journey together toward God becomes 

meaningful, by which their great hunger for a real communion among themselves reveals 

itself in God, and in which they become a real community of life and love. Spousal 

communication as total relationship is therefore not only essential to the growth of marital 

satisfaction and intimacy but also indispensable for the fulfillment of the divine vocation of 

marriage to holiness.   

But sadly, spouses often avoid sharing their inner lives together in the partnership 

dialogue. Too often, spouses instead hide themselves behind the shield of silence, outside 

jobs, family chores, children, or even the practice of private devotions to God.11 Though 

seemingly living well together, spouses in this situation maintain superficial relationships 

that leave serious issues untouched. Even worse, spouses are not much concern about not 

communicating, although this seriously damages their marital intimacy as the communion 

of life and love.  

To put the consequences of dysfunctional communication in detail, first of all, there 

will be no community of life and love possible between spouses without good 

communication. Dysfunctional communication or avoidance of communication prevents 

them from seeing themselves as a community called to live leaning on each other. There 

could be communication but only “as mumbling to oneself,” in which a partner does not 
                                                 

11. Paul Tournier, The Meaning of Persons, trans. Edwin Hudson (New York: Harper 
& Row, Publishers, 1957), 142-153. 
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open himself or herself for the other to walk into his or her life.12 In such a situation, 

spouses become only strangers to each other so that they will not care for each other any 

longer. They easily feel neglected and deserted by each other. If they hide themselves 

behind a false belief that Christian spirituality should be one’s private matter exclusively 

between God and that person which others have nothing to do with, the situation becomes 

worse. With this individualistic spirituality, they keep a safe distance from each other for 

fear that a partner should be caught up in the other’s life. Such dysfunctional 

communication or the avoidance of communication deprives the spouses of opportunities to 

share the sorrows and joys of life and thereby encounter God as a companion having walked 

with them on a journey of life and love, and eventually deflates zeal for making their 

community a sanctuary in which they will evangelize each other to taste of the joys of life 

and love together in communion with God.  

Out of this community-threatening spirituality comes the second consequence of 

dysfunctional communication. With such communication, spouses begin to lose their 

sensibility toward each other.13 Although both may sometimes pray together to God, their 

prayers become not the prayers of a community in one faith, one hope, and one love but the 

private prayers of each one. Both live and share things together as a husband and wife but 

their respective experiences of God always remain a private matter not to be shared in their 

own community. They do not understand that both are a gift from God to each other, which 

is to be shared for growth together in love and life. They believe that they could lead a good 

and happy life without the genuine partnership dialogue. Accordingly, a husband does not 
                                                 

12. Amedeo Cencini, Como’è Bello Stare Insieme: La Vita Fraterna nella Stagione 
della Nuove Evangelizzazione, trans. Seong Yeum (Seoul: Paulin Press, 1998), 171. 

 
13. Ibid., 175. 
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need the presence of his wife and takes no responsibility for her. Likewise, a wife loses 

interest in her husband as a lifelong partner for life and love. The spouses become separated 

from and insensible to each other as they do not feel a need any more to talk to each other 

about their lived love and faith in God. 

As a result of this, the third undesirable consequence of dysfunctional marital 

communication becomes inevitable. Spouses eventually begin to search outside the home 

for someone else with whom to have meaningful relations. For example, a husband begins 

to deem outsiders more attractive or even more trustworthy than his own wife and seeks 

significant relations with them in which to share his true and deep emotions. Likewise, a 

wife beams with joy keeping company with others showing thoughtful consideration for her 

while she becomes taciturn at home, shutting herself away from her husband. It is an escape 

from the reality of marriage as the community of life and love. By this escapism, spouses 

receive compensation for their poor and dysfunctional communication and thereby become 

more and more exempted from the duty of establishing meaningful relations for their own 

community of life and love.  

In sum, the deepest dimension of human existence extends to relationships. Basically, 

human relationships are based on the dynamics of communication between two persons. 

Particularly in marriage, human beings are called to build through the total communication 

of partnership an intimate community of life and love. Even so, good and constructive 

marital communication cannot be given or achieved in a day but is created over time and by 

effort “as is a work of art.”14 In this sense, a Catholic ideal of marital communication is 

                                                 
14. Arthur P. Bocher, Carolyn Ellis, and Lisa M.Tillmann-Healy, “Relationships as 

Stories: Accounts, Storied Lives, Evocative Narratives,” in Communication and Personal 
Relationships, ed. Dindia and Duck, 16. 
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rather a goal for spouses to seek together than a gift granted to them on the day of the 

sacrament of marriage. In order to achieve a Catholic ideal of marital communication, 

therefore, spouses would need a pattern accompanied with the skills and techniques of 

communication as well as spiritual attitude “in the Lord” (1 Cor 7:39) towards each other. 

Accordingly, the following two sections will seek a Catholic ideal of marital 

communication within the vision of a Trinitarian mode of communication which derives 

from the analogy of marriage to the Trinitarian communion of love. 

             

A Marriage Analogy of the Trinity 

      

Catholic marriage as “a vocation of God to holiness”15 should be an experienced 

reality in which spouses learn how to share joys, sorrows, sufferings, and hope, living 

together in faith and love for communion between themselves and God. Spouses hold their 

respective spiritual properties in common in order to help them grow together as they are 

united by the conjugal covenant in such a way as to become “one body” (Gn 2:24). In this 

marital communion, they exchange the unselfish gift of self to and for each other. Therefore, 

this union should take place “in truth and love” (Eph 4:15) and thus become a proper sign of 

the maturity of persons as created in the image and likeness of God.16  

It is communio personarum (the communion of persons) that specifically constitutes 

                                                 
15. Marc Cardinal Ouellet, Divine Likeness: Toward a Trinitarian Anthropology of the 

Family, trans. Philip Milligan and Linda M. Cicone (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 104. 

 
16. John Paul II, Letter to Families: On the Occasion of the International Year of the 

Family (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1994), n. 8. 
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the marriage analogy of the Trinity.17 It is there that the encounter of the deeper reality of 

marriage and the mystery of the Trinity takes place. Although there is always a profound 

dissimilarity between human beings and their Creator “who alone has immortality and 

dwells in unapproachable light” (1 Tim 6:16), conjugal communion in particular can be, in a 

certain sense, deduced from the mystery of the Trinitarian ‘We’.18 In this way, the shared 

life and love of spouses reflect the Trinitarian koinonia (communion) of the three unique 

Persons. Pope John Paul II proposes this marital communion as containing in an essential 

and unique way a likeness to the Trinitarian communion and the specificity of this analogy 

is centered on a communion of persons united in life and love that is found analogically in 

the spousal union and the Trinity.19  

For a better understanding of the Trinitarian connotation of marital communion, the 

marriage analogy of the Trinity needs to be explored in greater detail, particularly from the 

three perspectives of theology, anthropology, and ecclesiology.  

 

 From The Theological Perspective 

 

The significance of marriage as the community of life and love is theologically 

profound, specifically as it shares a similarity with the Trinitarian communion. In Mulieris 

Dignitatem, Pope John Paul II states:  

                                                 
17. Ibid., n. 7. Pope John Paul II defines the family [marriage] as a community of 

persons whose proper way of existing and living together is communion: communio 
personarum.   

 
18. Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 113. 
 
19. John Paul II, Letter to Families, n. 6.  
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The fact that [human beings] ‘created as man and woman’ are the image of God . . . 
also means that man and woman, created as a ‘unity of the two’ in their common 
humanity, are called to live in a communion of love and in this way to mirror in the 
world the communion of love that is God, through which the three Persons love each 
other in the intimate mystery of the one divine life.20  

Likewise, defining communio personarum as the common place where the reality of 

marriage and of the mystery of the Trinity meet at a deeper level, the Pope even suggests the 

‘conjugal communion’ is a reflection and participation in the community of Trinitarian 

Persons.21 By this, John Paul offers a fresh and fruitful start to understanding more fully the 

Trinitarian mystery and the union of a man and woman in marriage to participate in that 

mystery. Surprisingly, he suggests, despite the immeasurable distance between the divine 

and the human, that there exists sufficient likeness between the image and its divine origin 

so that the community of life and love in marriage becomes a sign of “a great mystery.”22 

In this analogical understanding of that mystery, the Pope clarifies that God created human 

beings in the image and likeness of God as man and woman to live the communion of love, 

particularly in marriage, a communion that reflects in the world the Trinitarian loving 

communion of the three Persons.  

 

From The Anthropological Perspective 

 

As seen from the perspective of anthropology, this marriage analogy of the Trinity 

makes sense more clearly through human woundedness to be shared in marriage than in any 

                                                 
20. John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem (Apostolic Letter on the Occasion of the Marian 

Year) (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1988), n. 7. 
 
21. John Paul II, Letter to Families, n. 8.  
 
22. Eph 5:32. See 24n58. 
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other aspect of life.23 God’s original plan for human beings was interrupted by the sin of the 

first couple. From then on, sins have broken off all relations between God and human 

beings, man and woman, brother and sister, human beings and other creatures, and one 

nation and another. This woundedness has thus become a human reality that every human 

being has experienced as disintegration within himself or herself and as an inclination to 

manipulate others in relationships. So human beings see themselves as open to others but 

find themselves self-imprisoned at the same time. They live socially but sometimes feel 

lonely as well.  

In like manner, spouses feel happy as they experience a ‘we’ but are continuously 

tempted to sin against each other. Spouses learn the reality of their woundedness from these 

two conflicting forces, which often hinder them from building a community of life and love. 

Through the vocation of marriage to holiness, however, spouses are challenged and 

encouraged to share without fear their respective woundedness with each other in order to 

build the community of life and love, “a community in which old wounds of self are 

accepted and healed so that spouses begin to form a ‘we’.”24 Upon this reality of human 

frailty, however, spouses often find themselves powerless in the presence of their wounds in 

mind and spirit. Although they feel continuously encouraged through the vocation of 

marriage to live “in truth and love” (Eph 4:15) for holiness and to participate in communion 

with God the Trinity, they quite easily fall victim to those wounds. Therefore, enveloping 

spouses in the divine personalizing communion of love, God heals their wounds, raises 

them from their sins, and transforms their marital relations into a grace-filled reality. Only 

                                                 
23. Cencini, Como’è Bello Stare Insieme, 159. 
 
24. Ibid. 
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then, this community of life and love in marriage becomes a divine place for them to 

encounter God as “the wounded healer,”25 Christ the Jesus on the cross, so that spouses 

may participate in the joy of the Raising of Jesus Christ through their own process of 

healing wounds. 

 

From The Ecclesiological Perspective 

 

The marriage analogy of the Trinity becomes clearer through the elevation of the 

marriage to the status of sacrament in the Church. It is through the grace of the Holy Spirit 

that marriage becomes a sacrament of the Church by virtue of which the spouses’ union in 

the community of life and love will be sacramentally linked with the union of Christ and the 

Church. Accordingly, Vatican II defines the Church as “communion,”26 the family as “the 

domestic Church,”27 and marriage as “the intimate partnership of life and love.”28 The 

Church as communion means that the Church is the integration of contraries: the realization 

of individual and of the community; personal freedom and the realization of fraternal love; 

the ability to give and receive; prayers and missions; the living and the dead; and saints and  

 
                                                 

25. Henri J. M. Nouwen, The Wounded Healer (New York: Doubleday, 1979). For 
Nouwen, Jesus is the wounded healer. Accordingly, we must be willing to leave ourselves 
open as fellow human beings with the same wounds and sufferings as others we meet and 
love. We heal from our wounds. 

 
26. Lumen Gentium, n. 1. 
 
27. Ibid., n. 11; John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio (Apostolic Exhortation on the 

Duties of the Christian Family in Today’s World) (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1981), 
n. 15. 

 
28. Gaudium et Spes, n. 48. 
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sinners.29 In like manner, spouses as called to live in communion of love for life are 

challenged to embrace each other as they are and remain always open-minded to dialogue 

“in truth and love” (Eph 4:15) with each other and the world. As the Church as the bride of 

Christ is making her pilgrimage to enter into communion with Christ, her eternal 

Bridegroom, the spousal community of life and love on earth is also embarking on a journey 

toward communion with God. Therefore, the community of life and love in marriage, as a 

reality belonging to the first creation without losing any of its own quality, takes on the 

meaning of a sacrament by the Holy Spirit, a sign of “a great mystery” (Eph 5:32), the 

mystery of the communion of Christ and the Church.30  

In this regard, marriage in its experience is both crowned and surpassed. Inasmuch as it 

is crowned because the new and eternal covenant in Christ broadens marriage’s natural 

fruitfulness to participate in the very fruitfulness of the Spirit, so is it surpassed because 

Christ as eschatological Spouse calls a man and woman in the marital covenant to a 

consecration in virginity and so to a higher spiritual fecundity based on relations of virginal 

love.31 In other words, the marital community of life and love becomes a reality in which 

spouses experience the Holy Spirit not only as the builder but also the sanctifier of their 

fragile community to help them live in ever-growing anticipation of the heavenly wedding 

banquet, just as the Church keeps vigil for Christ, her Bridegroom to come.   

In sum, the above discussion has explained the marriage analogy of the Trinity in the 

context of theology, anthropology, and ecclesiology. These three categories are respectively 
                                                 

29. Jean-Marie Roger, Church of Churches (Collegeville, Minn: The Liturgical Press, 
1992), 230-247. 

 
30. Ouellet, Divine Likeness, 36. 
 
31. Ibid. 
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reminiscent of God the Father as love, Jesus Christ the Son as the great communicator 

through the wounds of love between God and human beings, and the Holy Spirit as the 

mediator of grace for sanctification. In other words, by following the approach of Ouellet to 

the marriage analogy of the Trinity, which employs Pope John Paul II’s prudence in seeing 

the likeness between marriage and the Trinity, particularly in the communion of 

personalizing love, this section may have paved the way for the Trinitarian appropriateness 

of marital communication. The way that God engages Self in loving, communicating with, 

and sanctifying peoples in the Church and the world but ever remains one in the Trinitarian 

communion of love proves that God is the Triune God. It is particularly in the marital 

communion of life and love that the divine interaction of those three Persons in the Trinity 

can best be glimpsed. In this regard, the following discussion will consider how this 

Trinitarian mode of communication can be applied to the communication of spouses in 

marriage as the community of life and love, particularly in terms of silence, listening, and 

dialogue which also represent respectively God the Father, Jesus Christ the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit   

 

A Trinitarian Mode of Marital Communication 

 

In light of the above discussion, God may be viewed as the communion of love 

through all eternity, in which God maintains communication with human beings, just as the 

three Persons ever remain connected to one another. A Trinitarian mode of marital 

communication is a model adapted to the divine and interpersonal interaction of God as 

Trinity, who has revealed Self in the history of human salvation as God through Jesus Christ 
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in the Holy Spirit, particularly as it is rendered into the triple interplay of silence, listening, 

and dialogue as three constitutive components of human communication. Therefore, 

juxtaposing those components of human communication with the three Persons of God the 

Trinity, the following inquiry will explore the implications of silence, listening, and 

dialogue for 

human communication. The basic structure of this Trinitarian mode of communication is 

derived from Amedeo Cencini’s understanding of communication as a dialectical interaction 

of silence, listening, and dialogue.  

 

Silence 

 

God the Father is viewed as silence through all eternity, from which everything is 

created and in which the cry of every creature is heard. God is the silent God particularly as 

God reveals Self as God the Father of the Trinity in the history of human creation and 

salvation. Such silence prevailed “in the beginning, [when] the earth was a formless 

wasteland, and darkness covered the abyss.”32 However, this silence should be viewed as 

life-giving: “in the beginning [deep in silence] was the Word… He [the Word] was in the 

beginning with God. All things came to be through him, and without him nothing came to 

be. What came to be through him was life, and this life was the light of the human race.”33 

From this perspective, the following inquiry endeavors to explain a human meaning of the 

divine silence of God the Father for marital communication.  

                                                 
32. Gn 1:1-2. 
 
33. Jn 1:1-3. 
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There are two types of silence, passive and active. Passive silence is a kind of silence 

in which either self-isolation from others or the right of silence is being exercised or in 

which simply no words or sounds are communicated or heard. Although there could be a 

few words exchanged, this type of communication always attends commonplace, formal, 

banal, and diplomatic speech that are void of empathy and care for others. It is neither life-

giving nor life-sustaining. In a word, it is not divine. On the other hand, active silence does 

not simply mean the absence of words or communication. This silence is an ardent, 

dedicated, or empathetic silence undertaken to listen to someone in a committed way. Its 

function, however, is not to simply receive and send specific information but to establish 

warm human contact.34 In other words, it is a kind of “phatic communication”35 that may 

lead to intimate human relationship at a significantly deeper level by listening to another 

share deeply felt emotions. There should be a partner to whom a person should commit 

himself or herself to listening in active silence. The partner could be the self, others, or God. 

Accordingly, active silence reveals itself as it works in three ways. More specifically, it is 

self-reflective as a human being listens to himself or herself; relation-oriented as a human 

being listens in active silence to another and God; and community-oriented as it creates 

space for communication. These three characteristics of active silence need to be further 

explained. 

 

 

 
                                                 

34. Griffin, Making Friends, 110. 
 
35. John C. Gordon, Jr., Semantics and Communication (New York: MacMillan, 1966), 

86-87. 
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Self-Reflectiveness 

 

Active silence is a retreat from chaotic surroundings to encounter the self, in which  

communication with others in relationships will be prepared. Words can be dignified only 

when coming out of silence.36 Words and silence do not exclude each other. Rather both are 

closely related to, reflect, and secure each another. Therefore, only words emerging from 

deep silence can form relations among peoples while silence still maintains a certain 

distance one from the other. In like manner, active silence lets words make sense to spouses 

by giving them a pause for self-reflection. Active silence leads each spouse to find and 

remain in an inner void at the depth of his or her being where a real and genuine encounter 

between spouses will be fashioned. In other words, this self-reflection awakens them to the 

great need of a community in which the inner void can be experienced not only as a painful 

reality but also cherished as a precious opportunity to grow together “in truth and love” 

(Eph 4:15). Only by keeping in touch with their respective inner selves deep in this self-

reflective silence can spouses become known more to themselves and slowly open 

themselves without fear to each other and God. Active silence becomes then a place for 

making relation. 

 

Relation-Orientedness  

 

Active silence is not the sign of the absence of personal relations but always opens one 

                                                 
36. Cencini, Com’è Bello Stare Insieme, 232. 
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up to personal relations. In this sense, active silence is intrinsically relation-oriented.37 It is 

a prerequisite for human communication and also a space for personal relations. Silence for 

the sake of silence, however, is often an escape from making relations or an expression of 

indifference to the partner so that it may become a threat to intimate relationship. In order 

for marital intimacy to grow, therefore, silence should be a genuine one in which “the 

emotional connection and safe context necessary for stories to unfold” is created among 

spouses.38 Active silence is a precondition for a listening in which both partners become 

known and a meaning to each other. Without that silence, there can be no genuine listening 

as a constituting factor for partnership dialogue. Active silence is thus an indispensable 

condition for relations to take place, in which spouses open up to each other and enter into a 

deep relationship in the long run. Particularly, in the Christian sense, active silence can also 

provide spouses with a time for purification of desires, a moment of growth together in truth 

and faith, and therefore a space in which their community of life and love can be 

reevaluated and refashioned. From this perspective, community-orientedness as the third 

characteristic of active silence becomes clear.  

 

Community-Orientedness  

 

Silence for the sake of silence, which is a passive silence, leads to no community. Only 

spouses who are able to remain deep in real silence can listen attentively to and share 

genuine conversation with each other. Music is not possible without rests. For spouses, 
                                                 

37. Ibid., 230. 
 
38. Toby Bobes and Norman S. Bobes, The Couple Is Telling You What You Need to 

Know (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2005), 23. 
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likewise, a deeper communication with self, each other, and God is not possible without 

active silence. Accordingly, spouses who have never been deep in active silence often have 

difficulty in finding suitable words to communicate with each other, repeating meaningless 

words over and over again, exposing non-existent emotions, and showing attachment to 

their own ideas and interests. This also holds true regarding prayers to God. Prayers without 

active silence become an empty monologue or simply a manifestation of inner chaos.39 

Active silence paves the way for prayers to be heard. Thus prayers greatly need silence, the 

real and active silence that is filled with the presence of God, echoes the Word of God, 

listens attentively to God, and opens up to communion with God.40 From this active silence, 

a spiritual path to a deepening trust in God will open to spouses, a trust that allows them to 

take a leap in the dark and thereby encounter God at deeper levels of themselves and that 

guides the intimate refashioning of their being into the person that God intended them to 

be.41 Such a silence is like a womb in which God brings forth life through the Word for the 

community of all creation. Accordingly, active silence is not simply a basic component of 

human communication but also an essential prerequisite for two other components, listening 

and dialogue. It helps listening make sense and eventually makes communication more 

effective and life-giving so that an intimate community of love and life may become real for 

spouses deep in silence for each other.  

 

 
                                                 

39. Cencini, Com’ è Bello Stare Insieme, 235. 
 
40. Ibid. 
 
41. Thomas Keating, Intimacy with God (New York: The Crossroad Publishing 

Company, 1998), 22. 
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Listening 

 

God is the listening God. Particularly Jesus, the Son of God, is always listening to God 

the Father. As Jesus says, “I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me 

commanded me what to say and speak.” 42 The incarnated Word is attentively listening to 

God. For both, message sent is always message received. As God the Father is always 

present as the whole Person in silence, so is Jesus Christ in listening. Attentively listening to 

God the Father reveals to Jesus that God the Father also always gives ear to the Son. As 

Jesus acclaims, “Father, I thank you for hearing me. I know that you always hear me.”43 

Jesus is the attentive listener who permits Himself to hear God. For Jesus, in a word, 

listening is just an act of love.  

Such listening is an ability to welcome the speaker into the listener’s life by entering 

first into the speaker’s life in active silence.44 It is like what is called “dedicated listening,” 

which implies being fully present and attentive to the speaker’s experience.45 Or it is 

similar to what has also been referred to as active listening, nondefensive listening, 

reflective listening, receptive listening, or listening with heart.46 However, it is not rare to 

                                                 
42. Jn 12:49. 
 
43. Jn 11:41-42. 
 
44. Clinebell and Clinbell, The Intimate Marriage, 90; Cencini, Com’è Bello Stare 

Insieme, 238. 
 
45. Peter L. Sheras and Phyllis R. Koch-Sheras, Couple Power Therapy: Building 

Commitment, Cooperation, Communication, and Community in Relationships (Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association, 2006), 121. 

 
46. John Welwood, Journey of the Heart: The Path of Conscious Love (New York: 

HarperCollins Publishers, 1990), 11-32.   
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see many people in dialogue not listening to each other. They are not actually dialoguing 

with each other. If one spouse, for example, monopolizes the conversation, breaks in on the 

conversation, looks bored with the other’s stories, makes believe that he or she already 

knows what the other says, jumps to preset conclusions and so on, the couple actually does 

not have a dialogue but only a game to impart scars to each other. Of course, listening is not 

an easy job since it requires not only complete presence with the speaker but also restraint 

from judgment of what is being said. Listening is not simply letting one speak, while the 

other just keeps his or her mouth shut. Listening is rather a communication in which the 

listener encounters more deeply the speaker’s inner world in order to see and feel the 

speaker as the listener gives his or her time and space for the apeaker to use. In other words, 

it is radical listening characterized by “authentication,” that is to say, a way the listener 

bears himself or herself, searching not only for the said and the visible but also for the 

unsaid and the invisible.47 It is a mental attitude similar to the confidence that what is now 

only partly heard and understood will eventually become more fully known (1 Cor 13:12). 

There are certain characteristics peculiar to attentive listening, particularly in the Christian 

sense. 

 

Listening as a Whole Being  

 

Attentive listening is listening as a whole being to the partner’s life experiences.48 

                                                 
47. Joan Laird, “Theorizing Culture Narrative Ideas and Practice Principles,” in Re-

visioning Family Therapy: Race, Culture, and Gender in Clinical Practice, ed. M. 
McGoldrick (New York: Guilford Press, 1998), 20-36. 

 
48. Cencini, Com’è bello Stare Insieme, 241. 
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Attentive listening is a high participation-accompanied endeavor. It requires an investment 

of energy and takes as much effort as speaking. Otherwise, a message sent by one partner 

may be completely different from that received by the other. Interestingly, the Chinese 

ideograph for the verb ‘listen’ is made up of symbols for the words ‘ears’, ‘eyes’, ‘you’, 

‘individual attention’, and ‘heart’.49 It suggests that attentive listening is an art employing 

the whole being of self to establish contact with another human being at a significantly deep 

level. For example, when a wife speaks to her husband about whatever she went through, 

experienced, felt, or hoped for, she speaks about herself, not simply about a piece of her 

experiences, her thoughts, and her feelings. She communicates herself to her husband. So it 

is not words but people that mean things.50 She reveals herself by communication. Whether 

she is aware of it or not the subject of communication is her person, herself. Therefore 

listening emphatically to another person means being fully committed and dedicated as a 

whole human being to penetrating into his or her person as well as whatever is being said.  

Therefore, attentive listening is sometimes a risky job because it may be experienced 

as a frightening invasion and criticism of the listener’s inner world or as a demand that the 

listener change his or her thoughts and behavior. In addition, fears of the closeness with 

which the listener may be known as he or she really is by the speaker may get in the way of 

attentive listening. Regardless of such risks and fears, however, attentive listening is a 

crucial condition of fruitful communication and also a loving approach to the speaker and 

the mystery of life. Without this self-committed listening, therefore, there will be no 

genuine encounter between the speaker and the listener, between a husband and wife, or 
                                                 

49. Ronald B. Adler and Neil Towne, Looking Out/Looking In (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, 1984), 225. 

 
50. Griffin, Making Friends, 104. 
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between the spouses and God. 

 

Listening to the Partner’s Way of Speaking 

 

Attentive listening is to listen with a keen sensitivity to the partner’s whole way of 

speaking.51 People cannot not communicate. People use nonlinguistic tokens in 

communication to which they ascribe meaning, such as gestures, facial expressions, eye 

contact, appearances, use of space, touches, voice, and smell.52 Nonverbal signals are 

particularly effective in communicating feelings toward others. The emotional dynamics in 

an interpersonal relationship are much better conveyed through nonverbal expressions than 

through actual words.53 Therefore, time and patience are required for one to listen 

attentively to another. Concentration on the speaker requires silencing all the voices of the 

listener from within and without and remaining in attentive listening until a subtle clue is 

caught in the face or gestures of the speaker. A small movement of the hands and body, a 

slight facial expression, and a changed tone of voice can all be a genuine road towards a 

deeper contact, a way of getting to know the speaker, and a prelude to more profound 

exchanges of life. For example, a wife cannot enter deeper into relation with her husband 

unless she is able to listen with patience and attention to him and read his nonverbal signals. 

Likewise a husband, ignorant of the importance of nonverbal communication and impatient 

                                                 
51. Cencini, Com’è bello Stare Insieme, 242. 
 
52. Griffin, Making Friends, 114-139. 
 
53. Richard. B. Stuart, Helping Couples Change: A Social Learning Approach to 

Marital Therapy (New York: Guilford Press, 1980); Cencini, Com’è bello Stare Insieme, 
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of listening for long periods, may interrupt his speaking wife and fail to listen to her and 

eventually to God speaking through her personality to him. 

 

Listening with the Ear of God 

 

In the real Christian sense, attentive listening is listening with the ear of God to 

whatever life stories the partner may present.54 It means listening to the partner the way 

God, the excellent listener, listens to people. The human person as communication reveals 

himself or herself in thoughts, words, and deeds. But the person is always more than what is 

revealed. The person transcends what he or she said and did, so he or she can’t be totally 

disclosed as he or she really is. Listening attentively to the speaker is therefore warmly 

receiving him or her as a transcendental being and trying to meet him or her at the depth of 

the listener’s being. This is what the existentialists in psychotherapy call “presence,” or “a 

full human presence” in Karl Jasper’s words.55 From this encounter at the depth of being, 

the door to encounter God opens because God is also present at the depth of being where 

persons meet each other. Then the human encounter becomes also a real and true encounter 

with God which runs parallel to the former and gives it its meaning and value.56 In this way, 

attentive listening becomes a spiritual event in which God speaks to human beings and 

enters into a personal relationship with them. For attentive listeners, therefore, God is the 

                                                 
54. Cencini, Com’è bello Stare Insieme, 243. 
 
55. Howard John Clinebell, Basic Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling (Nashville, 

TN: Abingdon Press, 1991), 75. Karl Jaspers values “a full human presence” as a virtue by 
which healing and growth in relationships are fashioned.     

 
56. Tournier, The Meaning of Persons, 163. 
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living person, the person whose voice breaks in upon human beings, who intervenes, acts, 

suffers, and enters into human history to love them.  

 

Dialogue 

 

God is addressing Self to the human being: once through Jesus Christ who became a 

human being but now in the Holy Spirit flowing from the love of God through Christ Jesus 

on the cross. God is dialogue, particularly in the Holy Spirit who verifies whatever was said 

and revealed to human beings by the bestowal of God’s grace upon them. Insofar as a 

human dialogue could be of any relevance to an act of the Holy Spirit, it must not only 

confirm but also facilitate whatever messages pro communio emerge from silence and 

listening. Otherwise the dialogue becomes nothing but an exchange of meaningless words. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer properly points this out when he states, “He who no longer listens to 

his brother will soon no longer be listening to God either. . . . One who cannot listen long 

and patiently will presently be talking beside the point and never really speaking to others, 

albeit he be not conscious of it.”57 Apart from the importance of silence and listening as the 

indispensable components of communication, therefore, dialogue should also play a crucial 

role in securing genuine communication. Accordingly, the dialogue should be qualified as 

facilitating and productive of a community-forming communication, which is characterized 

by certain properties such as “simplicity, order, significance, facilitation, and 

experiences.”58 
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Simplicity  

 

The simplicity of dialogue does not suggest that conversations must be short and easy. 

It rather implies that a message in conversation sent by one partner should be received by 

the other as is intended.59 So it is not the length of a sentence but its clearness and 

transparency that concerns the simplicity of dialogue. Therefore it is important to clearly 

say to the receiver what the speaker thinks, feels, and wants about a topic. In other words, 

these three factors of ‘who’, ‘how’, and ‘what’ put together in a sentence make dialogue 

“specific and clear in meaning.”60 Otherwise, communication will certainly be plunged into 

confusion.  

Furthermore, if there reside certain mechanisms of behavior behind the scenes, 

communication will become more confusing and even distorted. Among such mechanisms 

of behavior producing negative effects on communication is the breakaway. Here is an 

example: by making a wry face, shutting the mouth tight without explanation, and showing 

openly disappointment or antipathy towards his wife, a husband tries to put the blame on his 

wife for his own depression. Another harmful mechanism of behavior is the distortion of 

truth. A lie for fun or even a white lie may so harm the relationship of spouses that their 

mutual confidence will slowly crack. The third harmful mechanism of behavior is the 

generalization of an issue. For example, if a wife complaining to her husband about what he 

has done fails to be as specific as possible, she may give the impression instead to her 
                                                 

59. Hendrix and Hunt, Getting the Love You Want, 35. 
 
60. Neidig and Friedman, Spouse Abuse, 149; Whitehead and Whitehead, Marrying 

Well, 313; Cencini, Com’è Bello Stare Insieme, 248. 
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husband that he is being blamed for who he is. Likewise, if a husband does not speak for 

himself but for his wife about certain issues, he avoids taking ownership of the issue and 

hides himself under the wings of his wife with a vigilant eye on a chance to lay the blame 

on her or the situation. Therefore, unless simplicity of dialogue is exercised through the 

couple’s dialogue, they will easily fall victim to all these harmful mechanisms of behavior 

in communication. For spouses, in this sense, the simplicity of dialogue is an open and 

sincere approach to show care for each other and invite God as the guarantor of love into 

their loving relationship. 

 

Order  

 

Communication has to be made in good order. For example, if a husband pours out 

upon his wife every thought and feeling that comes across his mind, he does not 

communicate with his wife. In other words, he communicates only with himself as he 

reveals simply his inner chaos.61 Communication makes sense only if dialogue emerges 

from attentive silence and dedicated listening. Such statements as “I always speak out, 

regardless of others,” “I have nothing to be afraid of,” or “I do not care to save another’s 

face by telling the truth” are often only allusions to a lack of ability to control aggressive 

inclinations or part of reaction formation against perceived weakness and perplexity. 

Therefore orderly communication between spouses in deep silence and attentive listening 

reflects a deep respect for each other, and the will of each to help and foster the growth of 

both.  
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This orderly communication only can become a human mechanism to attach meanings 

to lived experiences as spouses.62 Such communication comes from the wisdom of 

knowing when to keep silent and to speak as the Book of Ecclesiastes stresses: “There is an 

appointed time for everything . . . a time to be silent, and a time to speak.”63 Then this 

orderly communication in dialogue out of silence and attentive listening becomes a medium 

for spouses to secure their community of life and love. From the Trinitarian perspective of 

communication, marriage as the community of life and love is being built into a God’s 

dwelling place through this dialogue in silence and attentive listening, just as the Church is 

built upon “Christ Jesus himself as the capstone [through whom] the whole structure is held 

together and grows into a temple sacred in the Lord; [whose household] is also being built 

together into a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.”64  

 

Significance 

 

Dialogue always becomes significant and real in meaning only when it touches both 

the core of the issue and a cord in the hearts of the listeners. As attentive listening in silence 

at the depth of being is always a fertile ground from which real dialogue springs, spouses 

should learn through listening attentively in silence how to render all their lived experiences 

in love into their own words and how to express them beautifully and significantly. Then 

storytelling becomes not only the interactive endeavor of making sense of their experiences, 
                                                 

62. Howard Brody, Stories of Sickness (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987), 
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but also the process of making meanings to give content to their relationships.65 For 

spouses, particularly as called by God to live the vocation of marriage in love for life, their 

real dialogue must become a vehicle to bring them together into faith in God and also a 

means that makes them serious in endeavoring to follow the way of Jesus Christ and to 

participate in the work of the Holy Spirit. As spouses thus meet each other daily in real 

dialogue, they become more deeply in touch with the mystery of God. Only spouses who 

can communicate with the mystery of God can also communicate with each other at an 

ever-deeper level of their love and life together. Again, it is only then that their dialogue can 

become a real, significant, and spiritual one. 

 

Facilitation  

 

There will be no dialogue when one partner always speaks while the other only listens. 

No dialogue is possible either when everyone speaks or when none listens. Dialogue is an 

elaborate art which not only facilitates communication between two persons but also 

renders their relationships real and spiritual.66 Facilitation means circulation in which 

giving and receiving in dialogue are always smoothly exchanged.67 However, a real 

dialogue between spouses is facilitated only when they are fascinated with the words born 

of silence and attentive listening. When listening deep in silence to each other, the spouses 

experience a significant encounter by which new dialogue is facilitated. Through this 
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circulation, communication between the spouses becomes more alive, creative, and 

conducive to their community of life and love.  

The spouses exchange their lived experiences as the community of life and love in the 

conjugal dialogue which emerges from real silence and listening with trust in and respect 

for each other. Then the dialogue brings forth silence from a partner at a deeper level that 

leads to attentive listening to the other, by which both continue to move into deeper levels 

of mutual commitment, empowerment, and intimacy. In other words, as a sequential 

exchange in which silence opens to listening and then listening in turn opens new horizons 

of communication by a spiraling inward, the dialogue between spouses becomes more 

facilitated and self-revealing. Upon this facilitated dialogue, the real communication 

through which two persons are firmly connected to grow together but nevertheless remain 

free in love is made possible. Otherwise all dialogue becomes a monologue or a one-sided 

conversation like the unheard prayers of the Pharisee in the Gospel of Luke who wasn’t able 

to communicate with God but only with himself in self-absorption and self satisfaction.68 

 

Experiences 

 

Human beings live not on things but on the meaning of things.69 Human words or 

narratives about things are a crucial element of human existence.70 Accordingly, dialogue 

plays a crucial role for persons not only seeking but also creating meanings from their 
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experienced relationships with others. Therefore, dialogue without experience is just a void. 

Dialogue consists in the storied lives in which all the joys and sorrows of life are shared. 

Dialogue should not be simply a tool for mirroring what is discoverable about the reality of 

life, but also an ongoing and constitutive part of that reality.71  

In this regard, dialogue is not only the way married couples understand their 

relationships but also the means by which their relationships are fashioned. By framing their 

experiences in the form of dialogue, for example, spouses become real and tangible realities 

to each other and their relations become more solid and accessible. Accordingly, the two 

separate stories of each spouse become a shared story of their life together. The spouses 

then become characters in a single story of ‘us’ rather than merely a role player in each 

other’s separate story.72 In other words, upon these shared experiences, the spouses exercise 

the “act of meaning” in which they negotiate, co-construct, and share the meanings and 

values of experiences in order for their community of life and love in marriage to grow in 

relationship and intimacy.73  

To conclude this section, the three factors of human communication, silence, listening, 

and dialogue, can not be exclusive of one another, as the three Persons of God can not exist 

outside the Triune communion. God the Father is silence from eternity. Jesus Christ the Son 

by listening to the Father becomes the embodied love of God for all humankind rendered 

into human language. The Holy Spirit is the only agent who accomplishes this encounter of 

God with all human beings not only at the level of human love but also in the divine 
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communion of love. The human implication of this Trinitarian communion can be explicitly 

revealed from the understanding of human communication in the triple interaction of silence, 

listening, and dialogue. Dialogue without the other two is merely chat. Silence without the 

other two may simply be playing dumb and enjoying an isolated self-fulfillment or a 

distorted self-satisfaction. Likewise, listening without the other two is nothing but deceiving 

the speaker. Therefore, silence, listening, and dialogue are indispensable for the genuine 

communication, in which a life-fostering community will be fashioned.  

On the ground of this Trinitarian dynamic of human communication which stems from 

the Trinitarian communion of God in love, the community of life and love in marriage is 

also articulated and stated. In order for spouses to share their lives together, they must 

attentively listen to their inner silence of which dialogue is born. The dialogue then becomes 

prayer in which all the experiences of their life together in love are storied and expressed 

and through which they stand together before God, sharing without fear whatever dreams, 

desires, plans, sufferings, diseases, joys, and even little ups-and-downs they have 

experienced, as did the Samaritan woman at the well in the Gospel of John and the woman 

with a hemorrhage in the Gospel of Mark.74 Thus the marital community of life and love is 

a community in which the spouses share their experiences and commitment with each other, 

but a praying community living in anticipation of an encounter with God. As the shared 

stories of life and love are woven day by day into prayers together to God, spouses can 

grow together in truth and faith so that they may live sacramentally. 
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Concluding Implications for the Project in Ministry 

 

This chapter has made a provisional sketch of a distinctively Catholic, Trinitarian 

model of marital communication, particularly in the triple interaction of silence, listening, 

and dialogue. 

As a part of this sketch, communication as the essential substance of the intimate 

community of life and love in marriage was first investigated. In succession, the marriage 

analogy of the Trinity and its application to marital communication in terms of three 

fundamental components—silence, listening, and dialogue—were explored. Thus, upon 

these developments, this chapter gives a Trinitarian and relational, a divine and humanistic, 

a spiritual and psychological, and a sacramental and practically accessible Catholic ideal of 

marital communication. 

This chapter is consistent in advocating the Catholic Church’s definition of marriage as 

“the intimate community of life and love.” In the light of this perspective, they as spouses 

called to live together their vocation of marriage must communicate and share their own 

gifts from God for the benefit of their community of life and love. Therefore, while in 

conformity with the Trinitarian communication of love as setting the scene of human history 

through the interplay of God the Father (silence), God the Son (listening), and God the 

Spirit (dialogue), spouses should always maintain communication in faith, hope, and love 

for each other, particularly by means of the triple interaction of silence, attentive listening, 

and dialogue. However, a Catholic ideal of marital communication cannot be simply 

reduced to the product of this triple relationship dynamic. The ideal is in great need of 

spirituality, the Trinitarian communion spirituality of love from which such marital 
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interactions should be born and facilitated and upon which the buildup and growth of the 

God-favored ‘community of life and love in marriage’ becomes possible. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The first part of this Project serves as the theoretical foundation for the Project in 

Ministry. It consists of four chapters, organically-interrelated for the purpose of giving the 

theological, anthropological, psychological, and cultural background of the Project on 

which the teaching program will be designed, implemented, and evaluated in the second 

part of this Project. In the first chapter, the Catholic theology of marriage was examined in 

the light of the teachings of the Second Vatican Council, which defined marriage as the 

intimate community of life and love built upon equality. In conformity with this perspective, 

marriage as a human intrinsic reality, as a covenant of love and life, as a sacrament, and as 

an indissoluble reality was explained. In the second chapter, the philosophy of life and value 

system, womanhood as compared with manhood, and the marital relationship in Confucian 

ideology as well as the history of the Confucian transformation of Korean society have been 

briefly reviewed. The third chapter then investigated not only the characteristics and value 

systems, but also the power shift in gender roles, marital conflicts, and the paradigm of 

marital communication unique to first generation Korean-American couples in the third 

wave of Korean immigration to the U.S. as they have been challenged to adapt to American 

culture. And finally, Chapter Four, in anticipation of a Catholic ideal of marital 

communication, delved into communication as the fundamental element for the growth of 

marital intimacy in love and life together and eventually proposed a Trinitarian mode of 

communication in light of Marc Cardinal Ouellet’s marriage analogy of the Trinity, which 

adopted Amedeo Cencini’s Trinitarian conceptualization of human communication, 

particularly in terms of silence, listening, and dialogue. 
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A Catholic ideal of marital communication, particularly for first generation Catholic 

Korean-American couples, should be one that conforms to the teachings of the Second 

Vatican Council on marriage, is integrated with the Korean-American context, and is 

facilitated for communion in the triple interaction of silence, listening, and dialogue as in 

the Trinitarian communion of God in love. In other words, it is intended to help those 

spouses share their life and love together “in the Lord” (1 Cor 7:39) at a deeper level, 

enhance mutual understanding and intimacy through the storied experiences of life alone 

and together here in the U.S., and channel them into a real and genuine encounter with God 

in the long run. In order for this ideal of marital communication to become a reality, a 

program will be accordingly designed, implemented, and evaluated in the second part of 

this Project in Ministry.
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PART TWO 

DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION, AND EVALUATION  

 

Part Two gives a full explanation in three chapters of how the program was designed, 

implemented, and evaluated, the weekend retreat in which a Trinitarian mode of marital 

communication was introduced and taught as a workable model helping first generation 

Catholic Korean-American couples enhance their marital satisfaction and intimacy. The 

challenge was to create a program that would awaken couples to the Catholic Church’s 

teachings of marriage as the community of life and love, educate them in communication as 

the key to marital satisfaction and intimacy, and help them practice on a daily basis a 

Trinitarian couple communication as a Catholic ideal of marital communication that stems 

from the adoption of God’s Trinitarian mode of communication into the couples’ 

experiences of communication within the Catholic Korean-American marriage context.         

The following three chapters will therefore closely examine the form and substance of 

the program as well as its actual implementation, and evaluate the Project candidate’s 

qualification and the effectiveness of the program on survey findings. Upon the completion 

of this process, general conclusion will be made about the Project in Ministry as a whole.  
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Chapter 5 

THE DESIGN OF THE PROGRAM 

 

This chapter explains why and how a marriage program had to take the form of a 

weekend retreat, the description of the groups of participant couples, the venues of the 

retreat, and the division of the retreat into four sessions.  

 

The Form of the Weekend Retreat 

 

The program was designed in the form of a weekend retreat. Such a program could be 

designed in the form of either a weekly workshop for several weeks or a weekend retreat. 

Either form has its own strengths and weaknesses. The form of a weekly workshop has the 

strong point of allowing plenty of time for participants to think over and practice what they 

have learned as they have several sessions taking place in weekly intervals. Yet, the 

intervals between sessions may work as a weak point as they often contribute to dropouts 

among the participants. On the other hand, the form of a weekend retreat brings about just 

the opposite result. It is very effective in enhancing the cohesion of participants throughout 

its sessions but does not allow them enough time for deepening their acquired knowledge 

and understanding through reflection or for practicing learned skills. 

Still, the program had to be designed as a weekend retreat regardless of that format’s 

conspicuous weak points. There were two reasons that were decisive in determining the 

form of the program. The first reason is the situation of the target populations. As the 

candidate pre-interviewed the couples of the target populations about a month prior to actual 
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retreats, he found it almost impossible to schedule sessions for several consecutive weeks 

since quite a few couples work late in the afternoon on Saturdays and sometimes even on 

Sundays. Fearing that there would be neither strong cohesion among participant couples nor 

even the assemblage of a group due to the probable irregularity of their attendance, the 

candidate became resolute in designing a weekend retreat. The policy of St. Andrew Kim 

Catholic Church also influenced the candidate to decide upon a weekend retreat since it 

states that married couples of all age groups in the parish should find a convenient 

opportunity to hold their respective retreats once a year. There were nine age groups of 

married couples in the parish. From these age groups two were chosen as the target 

population: one group whose members ranged from fifty to fifty five years of age, the other 

group from fifty five to sixty. The parish lists only the ages of male parishioners. Through 

pre-interviewing the participating couples of these two age groups, the candidate was 

delighted to find that all the couples were already well aware of that policy of the parish and 

had resolved to carry it out at all cost. 

Thus taking advantage of the parish policy as well as considering the conditions of 

those couples’ lives as revealed in the interviews, the candidate decided that it would be 

ideal to design a weekend retreat program. The candidate thought that participating couples 

under such circumstances would benefit more from a concentrated weekend retreat than 

from a weekly workshop for several weeks. Therefore, the candidate came to a conclusion 

that working out a plan to encourage active participation from all expected participant 

couples and maintain strong cohesion among them throughout the sessions of the weekend 

retreat would be a more realistic approach to the success of a program than seeking the 

unworkable form of a weekly workshop. 
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The Groups of Participating Couples 

 

As mentioned above, two different groups were selected for two separate weekend 

retreats one week apart. Each group was composed of ten couples. For the sake of 

convenience, let’s call these two groups Group A and Group B. The following is a 

description of the two groups as entered in the “couple registration form”1 that they filled 

out upon arriving for the retreat on Saturday evening. 

1) Group A: The members of this group were all first generation Korean immigrant 

couples who had married in Korea before their immigration to the U.S. They ranged, 

counting only the men, from fifty-five to sixty years in age. For all the couples without 

exception, wives were three to five years younger than their husbands. The couples were all 

baptized Catholics who have been married for more than twenty five years. No participant 

has been married more than twice. Concerning their devotion to a religious life, seven 

couples reported that they were practicing Catholics while the other three couples did not 

take part in church activities on a regular basis and sometimes did not attend Sunday masses.  

Except for a couple living in dependence on the husband’s earnings, the other nine 

couples were all alike in the respect that both husband and wife, either by running family 

business together or by living as salary earners, shared the responsibility of their own family 

finances.  

Only three couples had attended the parish’s Marriage Encounter (ME) weekend 

program. The other seven couples, on the other hand, hadn’t received an opportunity to 

benefit from marriage programs such as Marriage Encounter, Interpersonal Communication 

                                                 
1. See Appendix 2. 
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Program, and so forth. By answering the pre-question (“What do you expect from this 

weekend retreat?”), all these couples expressed with one voice their anticipation of learning 

from this retreat to initiate a genuine dialogue between themselves which would help guide 

them into a healthier marital relationship. 

2) Group B: The couples of this group were also all first generation Korean immigrants. 

They were grouped into the age bracket of fifty to fifty-five. Husbands of this group were 

also a little older than their wives. They also married in Korea and later immigrated to the 

U.S., maintaining their first marriage for an average of twenty years. 

Eight couples have been Catholics for more that twenty years, two couples for ten 

years. Nine couples professed themselves to be practicing Catholics, attending mass 

regularly on Sundays and solemnities as well as actively taking part in Church activities and 

events, while one couple declined to answer the question: “Are you a faithful Catholic who 

attends mass on every Sunday and is actively involved in the parish activities?” 

Six couples had taken joint responsibility for family incomes. For four couples, 

however, the husband is the sole breadwinner of the family. Five couples out of ten had 

been educated in the ME weekend program, but the other couples had not participated in 

any form of a marriage program.  

Answers from Group B couples to the question (“What do you expect from this 

weekend retreat?”) varied from those of Group A: “In order to become a better husband to a 

wife and a better wife to a husband;” “To take a break from work to be recharged;” “To be 

awakened from sleep and ignorance to the importance of a genuine couple dialogue;” “To 

have a more meaningful and fruitful couple relationship in faith for a better future;” “To live 

a life together as a husband and wife in a holier family;” “To share time together as a 
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couple,” and so on.  

Comparing both groups from the above information, they presumably shared the 

following points in common worth noticing for the Project in Ministry.  

The first point is that the participating couples as all first generation Korean immigrant 

couples may have showed little difference with respect to culture, particularly in their way 

of patriarchal thinking as already examined above in Chapter Three. 

The second point is their strong cohesiveness among themselves. Each group was 

composed of ten couples in the same age bracket: one ranged in age from fifty to fifty five, 

the other from fifty five to sixty. Through monthly meetings and participation as an age 

group in Church activities, the couples of each group may have already established the 

foundation of a solid cohesion among themselves.  

The third point is that their long-lasting marriages may have been proof either of their 

faithful observance of the Catholic Church’s teachings on marriage or of their attitude of 

compromising with the tradition that has regarded divorce as a failure of love and marriage 

and as a disgrace to their family of origin.  

The fourth common point is the economic condition in which they have lived. For 

almost all the participating couples, both husband and wife were the co-breadwinners of the 

family. Probably, the majority of couples found themselves in the middle class but may have 

worked as employees or run their own family businesses on Saturdays and even on Sundays 

to make a living. 

The last point is that they may have had a great hunger for genuine couple dialogue on 

a daily basis, looking for a marriage program that would satisfy that hunger as they showed 

strong interest in and expectations from this retreat in the pre-interviews and the filled-out 
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couple registration forms.  

 

The Venues of the Weekend Retreat 

 

For the success of a retreat, the venue is essential. In order to obtain a suitable place for 

the weekend retreat, there are certain things to be considered such as driving distance and 

convenience, overnight facilities, food and drink, surroundings, conference rooms, a chapel, 

and so on. There were two places that the majority of participant couples proposed as a site 

for the weekend retreat. They knew well about those places since they had attended retreats 

at those places in the previous years. According to their information, those two places 

seemed quite suitable for such a weekend retreat so that the candidate willingly accepted 

their proposals. The two chosen places were: The Bishop Claggett Center, 3035 

Buckeystown Pike, Adamstown, MD 21710; Bon Secours Spiritual Center, 1525 

Marriottsville Road, Marriottsville, MD 21104. 

1) The Bishop Claggett Center: This center was located an hour and a half driving 

distance from St. Andrew Kim Catholic Church. The Center, which was far away from the 

roadside, was spacious and surrounded by woods. There were several separate buildings in 

the Center, particularly reserved for retreat and conference, as well as the main office, a 

chapel, and a dining hall. Moreover, these buildings were a good distance from each other 

so that there would be no distracting noise. Each of these separate buildings had many 

rooms for overnight retreatants, a big lecture room, conference rooms, and a kitchen. The 

weekend retreat for Group A was held at one of these buildings. Each building was fully 

equipped with teaching tools such as whiteboards, chairs, desks, and sound facilities. The 
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kitchen had running water and was well equipped with a refrigerator, a gas oven, a 

microwave oven, and other kitchen utensils to conveniently serve coffee and cookies and 

also to prepare a get-together on Saturday night. 

The dining room, clean and bright, was only about five minutes walking distance from 

the building where the retreat was held. Meals and drinks were very high in quality and 

served on time. The chapel took the form of a cylinder, quiet and cozy, and could 

accommodate approximately ten couples. It had no windows, had a dim natural light 

coming through the glass roof tilting to one side, and was therefore a little bit dark inside, 

inspiring people to prayer. There was an altar in the middle that was surrounded by a long 

wooden bench attached to the round wall of the chapel. So regarding the building facilities 

and surroundings, this center was simply ideal for such an event as a retreat. 

2) Bon Secours Spiritual Center: This center was run by the Bon Secours Sisters. It 

was situated deep in a mountain and was about an hour and a half driving distance to the 

north of St. Andrew Kim Catholic Church. Surrounded by a thick forest, it provided couples 

with a good environment for a walk together, deep marital dialogue, and meditation. 

Particularly, a Zen garden unique to the center created a rich spiritual atmosphere for 

couples to deepen their meditations and connect to each other at a deeper level.  

The center included a large building to which several annexes were attached. Rooms 

for overnight retreatants, conference halls, group discussion rooms, a dining hall, and a 

chapel were centered around the main office, making it easy for couples to access to any 

meeting place. Because of a recent renovation, all rooms and other overnight facilities were 

clean, bright, and in good shape. The conference hall taken by Group B was well equipped 

with teaching tools such as a slide projector for MS Power Point users, sound facilities, a 
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marker board, easy chairs, desks, and so on. In group discussion rooms were armchairs and 

round tables prepared for group work and discussion.  

The dining hall was also clean and neat. The food was nutritious and delicious as well 

as plentiful in quantity. Coffee and drinks were always ready for those in need. For the 

social gathering of participant couples on Saturday night in particular, tea and cookies were 

served by the Center. The chapel was very spacious yet cozy and beautiful. Its interior 

decoration was quite simple but prayer-inspiring. The highlighted crucifix on the wall 

behind the altar instilled a mystic mood in those who entered the chapel.  

Summing up the above description, those two centers were ideal places for such a 

retreat, particularly in the context that both provided the couples with a perfect educational 

and physical environment in which they were served well with good food, clean rooms, 

teaching aids, and educational facilities in order to concentrate their attention on the retreat 

in a committed way. With regard to the Bishop Claggett Center in particular, it was so 

perfect that all the couples of Group A were able to be completely insulated from outside 

noise as they attended to the retreat in a separate building. On the other hand, the Bon 

Secours Spiritual Center was also of great value, specifically in terms of its beautiful 

surroundings and spiritual atmosphere. Some couples of Group B were reportedly able to be 

more sincerely present to each other in dialogue at this center than they were at any other 

place. Probably, these were the very reasons why the majority of couples recommended 

both centers as the venue of the retreat. 
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The Construction of the Weekend Retreat 

 

Inasmuch as “the program”2 was designed as a weekend retreat, the candidate’s 

primary concern was the construction of an efficient retreat program for participant couples 

to achieve the purpose of the Project in Ministry at specified periods of time from 6:30 p.m. 

on Saturday to 5:00 p.m. on Sunday. Accordingly, the retreat program was constructed for 

four sessions, one on Saturday and three on Sunday, setting aside time for introduction, 

surveys, and a closing mass. It may have been the only option for the candidate to choose 

concerning the program structure, particularly in terms of time assigned and program 

contents. No matter how firmly resolute participants were in attending the retreat, it was still 

risky for the candidate to start the retreat earlier than 6:30 p.m. because some couples work 

late in the afternoon on Saturdays. In addition, it was impractical for the candidate to have 

two sessions for couples on Saturday night just as it was simply inconceivable for the 

candidate to increase or decrease the number of sessions just for the candidate’s 

convenience under such a given circumstance. Therefore, the candidate devised a weekend 

program that was composed of four sessions in structure. Each session had in common a 

didactic lecture on its own theme but varied in other components such as group discussion, 

reflection, question and answer, and couple exercise, which were created to serve the theme 

of each session more appropriately. 

In detail, after registration and room assignment, Session One under the theme of 

‘Korean-American Marriage in Challenge and Transition’ started with an opening prayer 

followed by a general introduction to the retreat program as a whole at 7:00 p.m. on 

                                                 
2. See Appendix 1. 
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Saturday evening. It was conducted in three parts: Group discussion for 40 minutes (7:20-

8:00 p.m.) and Group report for 20 minutes (8:00-8:20 p.m.), a didactic lecture for 40 

minutes (8:20-9:00 p.m.), and couple reflection for 30 minutes (9:00-9:30 p.m.). The first 

day of the retreat finished with a half hour-long get-together right after the couple reflection, 

in which all the couples sat down in a circle and relaxed, had drinks and eatables together, 

shared small talk, and thereby enhanced group cohesion. 

Session Two, whose theme was ‘Catholic Theology of Marriage,’ was also composed 

of three parts: Group discussion and report for 45 minutes (8:35-9:20 a.m.), a didactic 

lecture for 40 minutes (9:20-10:00 a.m.), and question and answer for 20 minutes (10:00-

10:20 a.m.). The session finished with a 10-minute coffee break. 

Session Three, under ‘the theme of Communication and Marital Intimacy,’ was also 

designed to have a three-part structure. The biblical phrase from John (Jn 4:1-30: “Jesus’ 

conversation with a Samaritan woman at a well”) was first given to three sub-groups for 

discussion and report (10:30-11:15 a.m.). A didactic lecture followed on the topic of 

‘Communication as Key to Marital Intimacy’ for 30 minutes (11:15-11:45 a.m.). The 

session concluded with couple work for 15 minutes (11:45-12:00 noon), in which each 

couple filled in “The Letter of the Heart”3 respectively and shared them with each other for 

reflection. 

Session Four, characterized by the theme of ‘A Trinitarian Mode of Communication’, 

began with a didactic lecture for 40 minutes (1:00-1:40 p.m.) followed by a question and 

answer session to deepen the understanding of the Trinitarian mode of Communication 

(1:40-2:00 p.m.). And then, after a twenty-minute coffee break, some trial samples of a 

                                                 
3. See Appendix 3. 
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Trinitarian Couple Communication between the candidate and an ME-trained female 

partner were given in the presence of all the couples so that the couples in three sub-groups 

could communicate for 50 minutes (2:20-3:10 p.m.) on their own. To conclude the retreat, 

the session, after a coffee break (3:10-3:30 p.m.), wrap-up (3:30-4:00 p.m.), surveys (4:00-

4:20 p.m.), and couple petitions (4:20-4:30 p.m.), came to an end with a closing mass (4:30-

5:00 p.m.). 

So far, this chapter has explained in detail a weekend retreat program that the candidate 

designed for first generation Catholic Korean-American couples, particularly why the 

program was shaped into a weekend retreat, the features of participant couples, the venue of 

the program, and the structure of the program. In the following chapter, how this weekend 

retreat was actually implemented will be described.
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Chapter 6 

IMPLEMENTATION 

 

This chapter shows how this weekend retreat program1 was actually implemented as 

designed. In other words, what was accordingly discussed, conducted, practiced, and 

concluded during a weekend will be explained in detail, following the timetable of the 

program. As the same retreat was conducted twice for two different groups (Groups A and 

B) at a one week interval, two retreats will be simultaneously explained session by session 

in order not only to avoid overlap but also to compare both groups.    

 

Session One 

 

    The theme of Session One was ‘Korean-American Marriage in Challenge and 

Transition’. Before the session actually began after an opening prayer and general 

introduction to the weekend, all ten participating couples of each group (Group A or Group 

B) were divided into three sub-groups of couples for the convenience of discussion. For a 

start, each sub-group was given the same topic (‘What are the challenges and opportunities 

facing your marriage as a result of Korean tradition?’) for a 30-minute discussion among 

themselves. Afterward, each sub-group presented challenges and opportunities they found in 

their marriages in the presence of all participant couples for 20 minutes. The candidate 

listed all the presented challenges and opportunities of each sub-group separately on a chart. 

Challenges and opportunities were compared and circled as many times as presented by 

                                                 
1. See Appendix 1. 
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those three sub-groups.  

For Group A, in the category of ‘challenge’, “husbands’ degradation in self-esteem,” 

“wives’ increasing responsibility for household economy,” and “the need of taking a share 

in family chores” were presented by all three sub-groups and therefore encircled three times. 

Other challenges presented by at least one sub-group included “increased marital conflicts,” 

“a tendency to make a compromise with or the avoidance of issues,” “the education of 

children,” “the insufficiency or non-existence of dialogue as a husband and wife as well as 

in the family,” “living together with unmarried adult children,” “the arrangement of 

marriage for adult children,” and so on.  

In the category of ‘opportunity’, items circled three times were “the extension of 

women’s rights,” “the gradual declination of patriarchal system,” “husbands’ changing 

attitude toward sharing the responsibility for household affairs,” “more room for 

negotiations with marital issues and a genuine partnership dialogue.” Other presented 

opportunities were “wives’ voiced desire for economic discretion,” “increased opportunities 

for wives to take part in social organizations for self-development and fun,” “more freedom 

of speech,” “spontaneous expression of emotions,” “gender equality,” and so on. 

Interestingly, Groups A and B were very much alike with regard to sub-groups’ reports. 

Although there were slight differences in words and expression, the challenges and 

opportunities presented by Group B almost overlapped in content with those of Group A. In 

other words, couples of both groups showed no clear difference in their recognition of 

challenges and opportunities that they as Korean-American couples have faced, particularly 

in terms of culture. 

A lecture followed after the group report. The lecture was given for 40 minutes on the 
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topic of ‘Korean-American Marriage in Challenge and Transition’. In connection with 

challenges and opportunities presented at the group report, the lecture focused on Korean-

American marriages that are now in a period of transition from the Korean traditional 

Confucian ideal of married life to the interrelated married life of gender equality. 

Accordingly, Confucian philosophy, which has left indelible marks on Korean society at 

large as seen in husbands’ persistence in patriarchy and wives’ stoic acceptance of gender 

discrimination that still exists in modern Korean society, was explained. Also, throughout 

this lecture, their increasing challenges were identified and evaluated, challenges that 

Korean-American couples are experiencing as they go through not only shifts in gender 

roles in the family and business but also paradigm shifts in marital relationship that have 

been characterized by the interaction of authority and submission, distance and disguise.  

The lecture was followed by the 20-minute reflection among individual couples, for 

which each couple was assigned not only to write to each other no more than three cultural 

behaviors that most challenge their marriage and what they would be willing to change first 

but also to share the writings together. After the reflection, all participating couples gathered 

together for drinks and snacks to maintain strong, friendly group cohesion throughout this 

overnight retreat. 

 

Session Two 

 

Like Session One, Session Two also started with group discussion and reports after an 

opening prayer. A topic given to three sub-groups of couples for group discussion and report 

was ‘what are the implications for your marriage contained in the Bible passages (Gen1:26-
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28; 2:18-24)?’ After a 25-minute group discussion, a group report was made for 20 minutes. 

The content of the sub-groups’ reports, both of Group A and Group B, similarly 

concentrated on human subjects as follows: the dignity of the human person as created man 

and woman ‘in the divine image of God’; human beings as privileged to exercise dominion 

over other creatures; the imperfection of a human being living alone so that he or she needs 

a companion to become a whole person; and human marriage as of divine providence from 

the very beginning of creation. In a word, their implications of marriage in the Bible texts 

were that marriage is a created human reality of divine origin through which a man and a 

woman become ‘one body’, a community in which both see and feel themselves as a ‘we’.   

Making reference correspondingly to the group reports, a lecture was given for 40 

minutes on the topic of ‘Catholic Theology of Marriage’. Particularly from the perspective 

of the Second Vatican Council’s primary definition of marriage as ‘the community of life 

and love’, the lecture centered on the communion of persons, a communion whose nature 

reveals itself more profoundly through the marital communion of love and life than through 

any other human reality and which mirrors Christ’s love for his Church. In light of this 

anthropocentric understanding of marriage, marriage was recapitulated as a covenant which 

employs the mutual ongoing commitment of love for life with no conditions; as a sacrament 

of the Church by which human beings participate in God’s saving act of love; as an 

indissoluble unity in which spouses should embody God’s irrevocable love for his Church 

among themselves. 

After the lecture, time for questions and answers was offered to all participant couples 

for 20 minutes. This offer was meant to help deepen their understanding of the Catholic 

theology of marriage by active participation in the interaction of questions and answers 
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between the candidate and participant couples. As for Group A, some couples sought a 

clarification of the Catholic Church’s position on divorce, remarriage, and Pauline privilege 

as they raised questions about the indissolubility and the divine origin of marriage. Their 

questions suggested that the divine origin of marriage gave a new and significant meaning 

to their marital relationship. What is interesting was that they raised questions about canon 

law concerning divorce not for themselves but for their married sons and daughters in 

marital conflict. On the other hand, a question that led to controversies in Group B 

concerned the definition of marriage as covenant. Some participants needed further 

clarification about differences in meaning between two marriage-defining terms, covenant 

and contract. Another participant argued that marriage should be built as much on a 

mutually agreed-upon contract as on an unconditional covenant, although the Second 

Vatican Council took the biblical term ‘covenant’ to define marriage. Another question was 

raised about the Catholic Church’s teachings on the indissolubility of marriage, which has 

failed to meet the pastoral and spiritual needs of Catholics who were divorced and remarried 

and made them live at odds with the Church. 

 

Session Three 

 

    Session Three began with group discussion and report on the theological implications 

of communication in a biblical phrase from the Gospel of John (Jn 4:1-30: “Jesus’ 

conversation with a Samaritan woman at a well”). Among the theological implications of 

communication that were presented by Groups A and B were “waiting,” “God’s approach to 

human beings,” “asking a favor of someone,” “speaking to a person with deep concern and 
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compassion,” “opening of oneself to other person without fear,” “inviting a person to meet 

and accept himself or herself as such,” “encountering each other at an ever deeper level,” 

and so on.  

    As much based on their presented theological implications of communication in that 

biblical phrase as possible, a didactic lecture was given for 30 minutes on the theme of 

‘Communication as Key to Marital Intimacy’. The main points of the lecture may be 

summarized as follows: communication takes place in any form to shape the relationships in 

which people find themselves; marital communication strongly influences whether spouses 

feel good or bad within their relationships; good and constructive communication is a 

fundamental key to marital satisfaction and intimacy while dysfunctional communication 

ruins marital relationships by neglecting and hurting each partner; and for intimacy-

enhancing communication, spouses greatly need a spiritual or mindful attitude toward each 

other as well as the skills and techniques of communication. 

After the lecture, each individual couple was assigned to fill in “The Letter of the 

Heart,”2 in which they would express their own feelings and emotions, whether negative or 

positive, as well as their expectations from each other and share them among themselves for 

reflection. The Letter of the Heart was designed by the candidate in the hope that the 

ventilation of emotions in written words would be an appropriate and effective method of 

communication for first generation Korean-American couples as they often internalize 

rather than risk revealing their emotions and hurt feelings in their marital conversations. 

 

 
                                                 

2. See Appendix 3. 
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Session Four 

 

After an hour lunch break, the retreat resumed with a didactic lecture opening Session 

Four. This final session suggested that a Catholic ideal of marital communication would 

become a reality as the dialectic communication of silence, listening, and dialogue was 

integrated into the Trinitarian communion of love from the perspective of a marriage 

analogy of the Trinity. Accordingly, the lecture explained in the first place the marriage 

analogy of the Trinity that was established particularly on personalizing love connatural to 

both the marital community of life and the Trinitarian communion of God. Based on this 

analogy, a Trinitarian mode of communication was explained and suggested as a Catholic 

ideal of marital communication, which applied the triple interaction of silence, listening, 

and dialogue in communication to the divine interaction of God the Father, Jesus the Son, 

and the Holy Spirit.  

During the question and answer period after the lecture, the candidate recapitulated the 

concept of personalizing love to explain the marriage analogy of the Trinity as clarifying 

questions raised by both Groups A and B, borrowing from the Second Vatican Council’s 

understanding of marriage as the community of life and covenant love. For Group A in 

particular, the candidate had to illustrate through biblical phrases God’s triple intervention 

revealed in human history as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier in parallel with silence, 

listening, and dialogue. 

After the coffee break, the session moved on to introduce a Trinitarian Couple 

Communication as a practical application of that Catholic ideal of communication for 

couples to practice for the future. In order to get them ready for practice, the candidate 
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conceptualized in the first place this Trinitarian Couple Communication in terms of 

reflection, validation, and empathy as follows: 

Reflection (mirroring) takes a stance of “not knowing,”3 assuming that a listener can 

never fully understand a speaker and always needs to be in a state of being informed by the 

speaker. It is “an interactive process in which clarity is continually sought . . . by 

paraphrasing what has been said by [a speaker] in order to obtain feedback about the 

accuracy of understanding.”4 Therefore, reflection involves silence in which a listener can 

concentrate deep attention on the actual words a speaker is using so that the message sent 

may become exactly the message received. In other words, a listener must actively suspend 

his or her own agenda in silence and be present with a keen sensitivity in order to fully 

embrace what is spoken as well as what remains to be said. Therefore, the deeper a listener 

remains in silence the better he or she reflects. 

Validation is, to put it in plain terms, a mental attitude for admitting that “you live with 

another person whose inner experience is different from yours.”5 To put it in the context of 

marital communication, it is the process through which a partner communicates that he or 

she takes the other’s behavior and opinions seriously and assumes them to be legitimate and 

to make sense given the other’s perspective. But this doesn’t mean that a partner accepts the 

other’s ‘truth’ while he or she invalidates his or her own. Attempting to avoid judging 

viewpoints of self and other in terms of good and bad or right and wrong, validation rather 
                                                 

3. Harlene Anderson, Conversation, Language, and Possibilities: A Postmodern 
Approach to Therapy (New York: Basic, 1997), 134. 

 
4. Bobes and Bobes, The Couple Is Telling You, 25.  
 
5. Harville Hendrix, Getting the Love You Want (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 

1988), 143. 
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concedes that all points of view are valid and valuable.6 It is to affirm the internal logic of 

each other’s remarks and to tell each other, “You make sense to me as you would think that 

way.” Validation is therefore inextricably interwoven with the listening stance. Attentive 

listening leads to understanding the meanings a speaker attributes to life experiences, which 

generates the deepest sense of being validated and consequently the genuine feeling of 

acceptance for him or her. Therefore, the use of active and receptive listening facilitates the 

process of validation through which empathy is conveyed.7 

Empathy corresponds with dialogue, a final stage of Trinitarian Couple 

Communication in which a deep emotional connection between spouses is created. As it is 

also called “feeling-talk,”8 it follows on the heels of validation but touches inner feelings 

such as anger, sadness, frustration, and happiness so that spouses may begin to feel loved 

and whole. Empathic communication is likely to say, “Given the fact that you see things the 

way that you do, it makes sense to me that you would feel hurt.” By touching emotions 

rather than thoughts, spouses not only become clearer about what is really going on between 

themselves but also help prevent negative feelings from developing uncontrollably. 

Therefore, empathic dialogue is the key to healing and change, a spiritual experience that 

becomes possible only with a continuing sense of being accepted and loved the way he or 

she is feeling. 

                                                 
6. William Hudson O’Hanlon, “Possibility Therapy: From Iatrogenic Injury to 

Iatrogenic Healing,” in Therapeutic Conversation, eds. Stephen. Gilligan and Reese. Price 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1993), 3-17. 

 
7. John Gottman, Why Marriages Succeed or Fail (New York: Simon & Schuster 

Paperbacks, 1994) 181; Neidig and Friedman, Spouse Abuse, 139. 
 

8. Neidig and Friedman, Spouse Abuse, 140. 
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In light of the above conceptualization, the Trinitarian Couple Communication in terms 

of reflection, validation, and empathy was put into practice among three sub-groups of 

couples for 50 minutes, following some demonstrations made between the candidate and an 

ME-trained couple. This practice as modified from ‘various sources’9 will train a partner to 

listen accurately to what the other is saying, to understand and validate the other’s point of 

view, and to express empathy for the other’s feelings. Regular practice of this skill will lead 

couples not only to clear and effective communication but also to a deeper emotional 

connection. 

In preparation for practice, each couple selects an object, such as their marriage ring, a 

family photo, or whatever they count as valuable for their relationship. Then only the 

partner holding the object can speak while the other must attend in silence to the speaker 

until he or she has the object. Only then can the previously silent partner respond. Both 

partners should maintain eye contact talking and listening to each other.  

Each participant was required to consult “A Manual for Trinitarian Couple 

Communication.”10 Instructions for practice were given as follows: 

 

1. Choose who will be the sender and the receiver. The sender begins by stating what he or 

she is thinking or feeling in a short and simple sentence starting with ‘I’. For example, 

                                                 
9. Sherod Miller et al., Talking and Listening Together (Evergreen, CO: International 

Communication Programs, Inc., 2006) 15-73; John Gottman et al., A Couple’s Guide to 
Communication (Champaign, IL: Research Press, 1976) 1-26; Diana S. Richmond Garland, 
Working with Couples for Marriage Enrichment (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass 
Publishers, 1983) 110-138; Hendrix, Getting the Love You Want, 261-264; Neidig and 
Friedman, Spouse Abuse, 133-162. 

 
10. See Appendix, 4. 
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“I couldn’t get to sleep last night because of an argument with my close friend and now 

feel exhausted. I don’t feel like going to work today and think I had better go see him 

for reconciliation.” 

2. The receiver listening to these suggested sentences responds with phrases such as “Let 

me see if I have this right,” and “Did I understand you?”, and then reflects: “Let me 

see if I have this right, you were sleepless last night due to an argument and you are 

thinking you will stay home from work and become reconciled with him since you are 

still feeling depressed. Did I get your meaning?” When the sender indicates that the 

message has been heard accurately, the receiver then moves to validation. 

3. The receiver, by using such lead-ins as “It makes sense to me given that you . . .” or 

“I catch your meaning as you . . .” or “I can see what you are saying . . .”, now 

validates the sender’s message: “Given that you don’t feel well, it makes sense that you 

are thinking of staying home from work today to seek reconciliation.” As the receiver 

confirms, the sender feels validated and the receiver moves to empathy. 

4. The receiver, starting with the sentence stems “I imagine that you might be 

feeling . . .”, or “I also feel sorry that you are feeling . . .”, empathizes with the 

sender’s feelings as follows: “I imagine that you might be feeling sad that you had a 

quarrel with your close friend and have to miss a day of work,” or “I also feel sorry that 

you are feeling depressed and you cannot help but take a day off work to become 

reconciled with him.” For accuracy, the receiver checks what the sender is exactly 

feeling by asking: “Is that what you are feeling?” or “Did I capture your feeling 

accurately?” 

5. When the receiver has gone through all these steps (reflection, validation, and 
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empathy), the receiver then becomes the sender and the sender the receiver. 

After all participant couples in the three sub-groups had practiced in this structured 

couple dialogue for 50 minutes, the weekend retreat became ready for a conclusion. As a 

wrap-up, all participant couples of Groups A and B were invited to answer the question 

“What one word or one sentence sums up this weekend experience for you?” Among 

positive answers were “good,” “enlightening,” “self-reflective,” “a good opportunity to 

learn more about the Second Vatican Council’s definition of marriage as the community of 

covenant love and life,” “a precious experience to face and challenge our present situations 

that are much in need of a constructive communication for intimacy,” and “it will be helpful 

for couples to improve communication if the Trinitarian Couple Communication of 

reflection, validation, and empathy be practiced on a daily basis.” On the other hand, were 

there negative responses such as “too much for one weekend,” “insufficient time for 

discussions and practice,” and “little tedious and complicated theories.” 

After the wrap-up, all participant couples were given two forms to fill in for the 

evaluation of participants’ growth in awareness and of the program and candidate, which are 

explained in the next chapter. As surveys were finished, each individual couple was asked to 

write petitions together to present to God during the closing mass, petitions in which God 

may bestow not only blessings on their new and good resolutions for marital relationship 

but also pardon for their failures in “living the truth in love” (Eph 4:15). The weekend 

retreat thus finished with an emotional thanksgiving mass.
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Chapter 7 

EVALUATION 

 

The evaluation of this Project in Ministry was conducted in the form of a survey of 

four areas: the effectiveness of the program, the candidate’s qualifications, the retreat 

program’s adequacy, and comments and suggestions for the future use of this program.  

Accordingly, surveys were designed by the Project candidate in consultation with Hee-

Yong Kim, Ph.D., Chief of Laboratory of Molecular Signaling in The National Institutes of 

Health, Bethesda, Maryland, not only to measure the growth in awareness of subjects that 

all participant couples achieved through the course of the weekend retreat, the qualifications 

of the candidate, and the adequacy of the retreat program, but also to collect comments and 

suggestions for the betterment of the program. However, these surveys were not created and 

conducted to give any scientific evidence of a great success or failure of the Project in 

Ministry. Rather, they were intended not only to give general information about how much 

the Catholic Korean-American couples have benefited from this Project in Ministry, 

particularly concerning communication for marital intimacy, but also to indicate any need to 

make up for the weak points of this Project in Ministry in future use.   

 

Developmental Survey1  

 

Each participant was instructed to place marks from 1 (the minimum) to 5 (the 

maximum) for both before- and after-the-retreat cells of each statement, which signifies the 

                                                 
1. See Appendix 5. 
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levels of awareness of Catholic theology of marriage, Korean-American Marriage, and a 

Trinitarian marital communication. Based on the survey results as presented in the 

“Developmental Survey Scale,”2 the following analysis could be made possible for Groups 

A and B: 

According to the survey scale, the majority of participant couples in both Groups A and 

Group B were much alike in that their average marks of before-the-retreat cells clustered 

around the average of 3 for seven statements. It may suggest that many participant couples 

had about the average pre-knowledge and awareness of those subjects taught and discussed 

in the retreat. Meanwhile, as they showed poor marks below the average for the last three 

statements, they may have proved themselves to be unfamiliar with the concept of 

Trinitarian communication and lacking skills for Trinitarian marital communication prior to 

the retreat. 

With regard to the after-the-retreat average marks, there was also no clear difference in 

marks between the two groups. Both groups showed marks above 4 for almost all 

statements, as Group A shows only one exception in statement six (3.55) and Group B has 

two exceptions in statements five (3.7) and six (3.9). This may indicate that the retreats 

were quite effective for an increase in awareness of Catholic theology of marriage, Korean-

American marriage, Trinitarian marital communication, and so on. Although these high 

marks may reveal the Korean tradition that one should speak as well of others as possible, it 

can not be denied that the retreat program somewhat contributed to the growth in awareness 

of the above subjects.  

A most intriguing phenomenon for both groups concerned statements five (“Of 
                                                 

2. See Appendix 7. 
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Korean-American marriage as still based on gender hierarchy”) and six (“Of Korean-

American marriage as a great challenge in need of a real dialogue for the reshaping of 

marital relationship”). For statement five, Group A showed a difference of 0.6 (3.45-4.05) in 

average marks between the before-the-retreat and the after-the-retreat survey, while Group 

B showed 0.8 (2.9-3.7). In like manner, Group A had a difference of 0.5 (3.05-3.55) about 

statement six, while Group B had 0.8 (3.1-3.9). On the other hand, differences were higher 

than 1.5 and even as high as 2.5 for other statements, which held true for both groups. These 

findings indicate that many participant couples did not show as much growth in the 

awareness of the meanings of these two statements as they did concerning the other 

statements. This may signify that they already have the average knowledge about the status 

quo of Korean-American marriages and nevertheless were still reluctant to embrace the 

need of a paradigm shift in marital relationship. 

 

Surveys of the Candidate and Retreat Program; and Suggestions 

 

The second survey was conducted for the evaluation of the candidate and the retreat 

program, and also for comments and suggestions about this program.3 Based on the 

findings of this survey in “the Evaluation Scales of the Candidate and the Retreat 

Program,”4 a comparative analysis was made for the two groups as follows:  

As for Group A, first of all, the average mark for the fourth statement (“Of his ability 

to lead the group”) about the candidate’s qualifications turned out as high as 3.3, which is 
                                                 

3. See Appendix 6. 
 

4. See Appendix 8. 
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still above the average of 3 but comparatively lower than the average marks for other 

statements in the same category. It is likely that some participants were not as satisfied with 

the candidate’s ability to lead the group as they were with his other qualifications. 

Concerning the retreat program’s adequacy, the average mark of the third statement (“Of the 

program structure and the mapping-out of time”) was 3.45, the lowest among all the marks 

for the statements of that category, although it is also above the average of 3. It indicates 

that some participants were not quite contented with the program structure and time 

distribution, which is suggestive of a need for this program to be modified for better 

efficiency either by starting earlier on Saturday or switching into the form of workshop for 

several weeks.    

For comments and suggestions on the retreat program, seventeen participants of Group 

A answered “yes” with no particular reasons to Question One (“Are you willing to 

recommend this program for other Korean-American couples?”), while three participants 

gave no answers to that question. This may show that the program was generally given a 

favorable reception by the vast majority of participants. Concerning Question Two (“What 

did you find most beneficial about this program?”), all the participants answered: eleven 

answered that they found Session Three most beneficial about the program, specifically 

“The Letter of the Heart”; five indicated the practice of “the Trinitarian Couple 

Communication” in Session Four; and four singled out Session Two, particularly as a 

precious opportunity to deepen their understanding of Catholic theology of marriage. For 

Question Three (“What did you find least beneficial about this program?’), however, only 

four participants in all singled out Session One as the least beneficial part while the rest 

gave no answer. And yet six participants gave their answers to Question Four (“Any 
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suggestions for the future implementation of this program?”), which related to the structure 

of the program, proposing to assign enough time to each session either by starting earlier on 

Saturday or even on Friday evening.  

In light of these given comments and suggestions, the following interpretations 

probably make sense. First of all, the program seemed to win general recognition from the 

majority of participants, even though a few voiced dissatisfaction with its structure and the 

race against time. In addition, it is suggestive for the program’s future that all the 

participants pointed out as most beneficial the sessions with a specific part in which not 

only active participation but also emotional interactions at a deeper level from all the 

participants were required. Meanwhile, it may be worthy of notice that only less than one 

third of the participants answered Question Three because it may signify that the majority of 

participants feel somehow uncomfortable to express disfavor with authority figures, 

including the candidate, who are in a teaching position. Furthermore, the fact that all the 

respondents with one voice found Session One least beneficial may reflect their 

disappointment that the session failed to satisfy but helped only to reconfirm a great hunger 

for deep intimacy in marital relationship. Finally, in order to accommodate suggestions 

presented for future implementation of the program, it will be worth studying the workshop 

of several weekends or an extended weekend retreat from Friday evening to Sunday 

afternoon, instead of an overnight weekend retreat. 

In the case of Group B, almost all the average marks of the statements about both the 

categories of the candidate and the program were higher than 4, which may suggest that the 

candidate’s qualifications and the program’s adequacy gained much recognition from the 

majority. Yet, quite a few participants expressed displeasure at the fourth statement of the 
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candidate category (“Of his ability in leading the group”) and the third statement of the 

program category (“Of the program structure and the mapping-out of time”) by average 

marks of 3.55 and 3.7 respectively, which are still above the average but relatively poor 

marks as compared with those pertaining to other statements. By this alleged euphemism, 

quite a number of participants may also have suggested a necessity for developing the 

candidate’s abilities to lead the group efficiently and for modifying the program structure 

and time management for future implementation as did some participants in Group A.  

Regarding comments and suggestions for the retreat program, all the participants 

marked “yes” to Question One (“Are you willing to recommend this program for other 

Korean-American couples?”). Eight gave reasons for their “yes”: four wrote that as a couple 

they have never been together and talked to each other in such a meaningful way for a long 

time; two simply for Korean language preference; one that the program gave her a good 

opportunity to look more closely into the mode of her communication with her husband; 

and one that she became aware of marriage at a deeper level as the covenant of love for life. 

Although the majority didn’t give reasons for “yes,” the unanimous recommendation of the 

program for other Korean-American couples may be very suggestive of its effectiveness. 

Regarding Question Two (“What did you find most beneficial about this program?”), all 

twenty participants answered: two chose Session One; five Session Two; six Session Four; 

and seven Session Three. Group B showed also a similar pattern to that of Group A in 

selecting various sessions as most beneficial, which may indicate that the sessions utilizing 

couples’ active involvement and emotional interaction were evenly favored by the majority 

of participants. For Question Three (“What did you find least beneficial about this 

program?”) on the other hand, three pointed out Session One and one Session Two, but no 
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specific reasons were given. Session One was singled out again as least beneficial by three 

quarters of all the respondents, which may suggest that the growing need of Korean-

American marriages for deep intimacy was not properly met in Session One. And yet the 

hidden tendency to avoid any criticism against others may also reveal itself in the behavior 

of the majority who made no response. For Question Four (“Any suggestions for the future 

implementation of this program?”), twelve offered suggestions that were also mainly 

concentrated on the need to modify the program, proposing an extension of the session 

particularly for discussions, meditations, and the practice of Trinitarian Couple 

Communication. Judging from these comments and suggestions made about the program, it 

is likely that the program was generally beneficial to Group B as well, although quite a few 

participants were not pleased with the program structure.  

 As a brief summary of what has been so far discussed about the findings and 

implications of surveys, the following general observations will be presented for both 

groups.   

First, the developmental survey scales show that most participants of both groups 

through this retreat program increased their awareness of such issues as Catholic theology 

of marriage, Korean-American marriage, the significance of communication for marital 

satisfaction and intimacy, and the Trinitarian mode of communication as a Catholic ideal of 

marital communication. In this respect, it may be asserted that this retreat program was 

successful in serving the purpose of this Project in Ministry.    

Second, the candidate proved himself in the survey to be qualified as a designer and 

director of this retreat program, specifically in terms of his concept and understanding of the 

program as a whole, his effectiveness in contextualizing the main subjects, and his mastery 
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of the contents of the program, even though the need of improvements in the candidate’s 

abilities to lead the group was pointed out by a few participants of both groups in the survey. 

Third, the retreat program was generally recognized as a beneficial one, rich in content 

and corresponding to the context of Korean-American marriages in great need of better 

communication for intimacy, although the program needs to utilize time more efficiently for 

future use.  

Approaching the conclusion of this chapter in anticipation of the evaluation of the 

Project in Ministry, it seems quite reasonable to make an assertion from the perspective of 

the above observations that this Project in Ministry should be acknowledged not only as 

having the conceptual value of awakening Korean-American couples to a deeper 

understanding of the major themes of the Project but also as containing a practical value to 

help apply their deepened understanding in actual practice. As seen in the survey findings as 

well as in their comments and suggestions made about the retreat program, the majority of 

participant couples showed progress in their awareness of Catholic theology of marriage, an 

awakening to their great need of better communication in marriage, and a deep interest in 

practicing the Trinitarian Couple Communication to enhance their marital intimacy. This 

observation suggests that this Project in Ministry was successful, which should be the 

reason why the couples were delighted to recommend this retreat program to other Korean-

American couples even if they raised a need for the program to be modified for better 

efficiency. 
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GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

    This Project in Ministry was originally intended to develop a Catholic marriage 

program for first generation Catholic Korean-American couples that would serve as a model 

for educating those who seek a healthier marital community based on enriched 

communication. Accordingly, in order to lay the theoretical foundation of a Catholic 

educational model of marital communication, Part One conducted research in the Catholic 

theology of marriage, Korean traditional Confucian ideology of marriage, Korean-American 

marriages in transition, and the Trinitarian mode of communication as a Catholic ideal of 

marital communication. Following this development, an educational program to give shape 

to the Catholic ideal of marital communication was designed, implemented, and evaluated 

in Part Two, a program to enhance the marital intimacy and satisfaction of first generation  

Catholic Korean-American couples by deepening their understanding of the Catholic 

Church’s ideal of marriage, awakening them to the importance of communication as key to 

marital intimacy, conceptualizing the Trinitarian mode of communication by means of 

silence, listening, and dialogue, and finally introducing the Trinitarian Couple 

Communication for them to use in actual life, particularly in terms of reflection, validation, 

and empathy in juxtaposition with silence, listening, and dialogue.  

    In this way, this Project in Ministry was embodied in the program that was generally 

recognized by the majority of participant couples to be successful, particularly in the respect 

that it reached the goal of providing a Catholic ideal of marital communication to help 

enhance communication for marital intimacy and satisfaction as well as a reawakening of 

the Catholic understanding of marriage as the community of life and covenant love and their 
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own marriages as in a great need of better communication. In this regard, this Project in 

Ministry should be valued for this workable marriage program for couples to grow in 

intimacy through enhanced communication, particularly for first generation Catholic 

Korean-American couples whose marriages are strongly challenged by the pressures of 

adapting to the new cultural situation of living in the United States.  

In order for this Project in Ministry to work for other Catholic Korean-American 

couples as well, however, the candidate should draw a future plan not only to cultivate 

abilities in leading the group of couples and modify the program structure for better 

efficiency but also to facilitate active discussions on the cultural issues that participants tried 

to avoid dealing with but internalized in despair as the survey findings suggested.  
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Appendix 1 
Program 

 
 
1st Day (Saturday) 
 
Session 1 (6:30-10:00 p.m.) 
 
6:30-7:00    Registration & room assignment 
7:00-7:20    Opening prayer & program introduction  
7:20-8:00    Group discussion (by three groups): What are the challenges and 

opportunities facing your marriage as a result of Korean tradition? 
8:00-8:20    Group report 
8:20-9:00    Lecture 1: Korean-American Marriage in Challenge and Transition 
9:00-9:30    Reflection (by individual couples): Each couple writes no more than three 

cultural behaviors that challenge their marriage and what they would be 
willing to change to make their marriage stronger. Couples share the writings 
with each other for reflection. 

9:30-10:00   Get-together 
 
 
2nd Day (Sunday) 
 
Session II (8:30-10:30 a.m.) 
 
8:30-8:35    Opening prayer 
8:35-9:00    Group discussion (by three groups): What are the implications for your 

marriage contained in the Bible passages (Gen 1:26-28; 2:18-24)? 
9:00-9:20    Group report 
9:20-10:00   Lecture 2: Catholic Theology of Marriage: From the Perspective of 

Vatican II’s Definition of Marriage Primarily as the Community of Life 
and Love 

10:00-10:20  Question and answer: To deepen the understanding of marriage as the 
community of life and marriage 

 
10:20-10:30  Coffee break 
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Session III (10:30-12:00 Noon) 
 
10:30-11:00  Group discussion (by three groups): A biblical phrase of John (Jn 4:1-30: 

“Jesus’ conversation with a Samaritan woman at a well”) is given to each 
group for discussion for its theological implications for communication. 

11:00-11:15  Group report 
11:15-11:45  Lecture 3: Communication as Key to Marital Intimacy 
11:45-12:00  Writing “The Letter of the Heart” (by individual couples): Each couple is 

encouraged to fill in their respective letters with their own feelings and 
emotions, whether negative or positive, as well as their expectations from 
each other and share them among themselves for reflection.  

 
12:00-1:00   Lunch 
 
Session IV (1:00-5:00 p.m.) 
 
1:00-1:40    Lecture 4: A Trinitarian Mode of Communication—God the Father 

(Silence) through Jesus the Son (Listening) in the Holy Spirit (Dialogue). 
1:40-2:00    Question and answer: To deepen the understanding of the Trinitarian mode of 

Communication 
2:00-2:20    Coffee break  
2:20-3:10    Practice of a Trinitarian Couple’s Communication—Reflection, Validation, 

and Empathy (by three groups after some modeling): This practice will train 
a partner to listen accurately to what the other is saying, to understand and 
validate the other’s point of view, and to express empathy for the other’s 
feelings. Regular practice of this skill will lead couples not only to clear and 
effective communication but to a deeper emotional connection. 

3:10-3:30    Coffee break 
3:30-4:00    Wrap-up: What one word or one sentence sums up this weekend experience 

for you? 
4:00-4:20    Surveys for the Evaluation of Participant’s Development, Program, and 

Candidate  
4:20-4:30    Preparing Couple Petitions 
4:30-5:00    Mass 
5:00        Departure 
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Appendix 2 
Couple Registration Form 

 
 

1) Age:  Husband  (  ) 31-40, (  ) 41-50, (  ) 51-60 
Wife  (  ) 31-40, (  ) 41-50, (  ) 51-60 

 
2) Year of Baptism: Husband _______ 

Wife _______ 
 

3) How long have you been married? ________ 
 

4) Who is the breadwinner in your family? (  ) Husband 
(  ) Wife 
(  ) Both 

 
5) Are you a faithful Catholic who attends mass every Sunday and is actively involved 

in parish activities? 
Husband: (  ) Yes  (  ) No   If not, why? __________ 

Wife: (  ) Yes  (  ) No   If not, why? __________ 
 

6) After your marriage, have you ever attended any marriage enrichment retreat or 
workshop?  (  ) Yes  (  ) No 

If yes, what was it? __________ 
 

7) What do you expect from this retreat? 
Husband __________ 

Wife __________ 
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Appendix 3 
The Letter of the Heart 

 
 
My dearest________________________________ 
 
 
I feel hurt and sad when you______________________________________________. 
 
I need you when I_______________________________________________________. 
 
I become angry as you___________________________________________________. 
 
I feel neglected if you____________________________________________________. 
 
I feel safe and emotionally connected to you if you____________________________. 
 
I love to hear from you that you____________________________________________. 
 
 
 

Yours in Heart, 
 
                                                ______________________ 
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Appendix 4 
A Manual for a Trinitarian Couple Communication 

 
 
In preparation for practice, each couple selects an object, such as their marriage ring, a 

family photo, or whatever they count as valuable for their relationship. Then only the 
partner holding the object can speak, while the other must attend in silence to the speaker 
until he or her receives the object. Then the second partner may speak. Both partners should 
maintain eye contact while talking and listening to each other. 

 
1) Choose who will be the sender and the receiver. The sender begins by stating 

what he or she is thinking or feeling in a short and simple sentence stating with 
‘I’. For example, “I am (was). . .” or “I cry (cried) . . .” or “I have 
(had) . . . ,” etc.  

 
2) The receiver, by using either of the suggested sentences stems “Let me see if I 

have this right,” or “Let me confirm that I hear you correctly,” reflects 
upon what the sender stated. After reflection, the receiver reconfirms the 
statement by adding “Did I get your meaning?” When the sender indicates 
that the message has been heard accurately, the receiver then moves to 
validation. 

 
3) The receiver by using such lead-ins as “It makes sense to me given that 

you . . .” or “I catch your meaning as you . . .” or “I can see what you are 
saying . . .” now validates the sender’s message. As the receiver confirms that 
the sender feels validated, the receiver moves to empathy.  

 
4) The receiver, starting with the following sentence stems: “I imagine that you 

might be feeling . . .”; or “I also feel sorry that you are feeling . . .”, 
empathizes with the sender’s feelings. For accuracy, the receiver checks what 
the sender is exactly feeling by asking: “Is that what you are feeling?” or 
“Did I capture get your feeling accurately?” 



 

 

 
 

180

Appendix 5 
Developmental Survey 

 
 
This survey is intended to measure your own growth and development mainly in 

awareness of Catholic theology of marriage, Korean-American marriage, and Trinitarian 
marital communication during the course of the retreat. By comparing what you have 
known about the following aspects before the retreat with what you now know about it as 
you have just completed the retreat, circle a number from 1 to 5 after each statement, 
signifying the level of awareness from the minimum to the maximum. 
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very 
poor pooraveragegood

very 
good

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 1. Of love and marriage as human 
realities of divine origin After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 2. Of marriage as the community of 
life and love After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 3. Of marriage as a covenant rather 
than a contract After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 4. Of the sacramentality and 
indissolubility of marriage as the 
sign of Christ’s love for the 
Church 

After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 5. Of Korean-American marriage as 
still based on gender hierarchy After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 
6. Of Korean-American marriage as a 

great challenge in need of real 
dialogue for the reshaping of 
marital relationship After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 7. Of communication as a key to 
marital intimacy After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 
8. Of the marriage analogy of the 

Trinity as a communion-oriented 
reality based on equality  After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

9. Of the dialectic interaction of 
silence, attentive listening, and 
dialogue as analogous to the 
Trinitarian communication of God 
the Father, Jesus the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit 

After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 

Before the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 
10. Of reflection, validation, and 

empathy as practical applications 
of the Trinitarian mode of 
communication 

After the retreat 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 6 
Surveys of the Candidate and the Retreat Program; Suggestions 

 
 
Circle a number from 1 to 5 after each statement that signifies the candidate’s 

qualifications and the retreat program’s effectiveness from the minimum to maximum. 

 

 

Of the Candidate 
very 
poor poor average good 

very 
good 

1. Of his concept and 
understanding of the program 
as a whole 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Of his effectiveness in 
contextualizing and lecturing 
on the subjects 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Of his mastery of content 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. Of his ability to lead the group 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

  
 

Of the Retreat Program 
very 
poor poor average good 

very 
good 

1. Of the contents of the program 
as a whole 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Of the congeniality of the 
program to the context of 
Catholic Korean-American 
marriage  

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Of the program structure and 
the mapping-out of time 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Suggestions:   
 

Answer the following four questions: 
 

1.  Are you willing to recommend this program to other Korean-American couples? 
(  ) Yes. Why?  

_________________________________________________________ 
(  ) No. Why not? 

_________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  What did you find most beneficial about this program? 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
3.  What did you find least beneficial about this program? 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
4.  Any suggestions for the future implementation of this program? 
______________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 7 
Participants’ Developmental Survey Scale 

 

(Group A)                                     P: Participant  S: Statement 

Before S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 5 S 6 S 7 S 8 S 9 S 10

P1 2 2 3 1 4 3 2 2 1 2

P2 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4

P3 5 5 5 5 3 3 3 3 3 3

P4 5 5 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 4

P5 1 2 3 3 3 3 4 1 2 3

P6 4 4 3 3 4 2 3 3 3 4

P7 3 4 2 2 3 3 3 2 3 3

P8 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4

P9 4 4 3 4 3 3 3 4 3 4

P10 5 4 3 3 3 3 3 2 3 3

P11 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 2 2 2

P12 2 3 2 1 3 2 2 2 2 2

P13 3 2 2 4 5 2 1 1 1 2

P14 5 5 4 4 3 1 1 1 1 1

P15 2 1 2 2 4 4 3 1 1 1

P16 2 2 1 2 4 2 2 2 2 2

P17 4 5 5 4 3 5 5 3 1 3

P18 3 2 2 2 3 4 4 1 1 1

P19 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 2 1 1

P20 1 2 1 2 3 4 1 1 1 1

average 3.25 3.35 2.9 2.95 3.45 3.05 2.8 2.15 2.05 2.5
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(Group A)                                     P: Participant  S: Statement 

After S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 5 S 6 S 7 S 8 S 9 S 10

P1 4 4 3 4 4 3 2 4 5 4

P2 5 4 5 3 4 3 3 5 4 4

P3 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 5

P4 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

P5 3 5 4 4 4 4 5 2 3 4

P6 5 5 5 5 5 2 4 5 5 5

P7 5 5 4 5 4 3 5 5 5 5

P8 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5

P9 5 4 3 4 4 3 3 4 4 5

P10 5 5 4 4 4 3 4 5 4 4

P11 4 5 5 5 4 3 5 4 5 4

P12 4 5 5 4 3 4 5 4 4 4

P13 2 4 4 5 5 3 4 4 4 4

P14 5 5 4 5 4 1 5 5 5 5

P15 5 5 5 4 4 4 4 4 5 5

P16 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 5

P17 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 5 5 5

P18 4 5 4 4 3 4 5 5 5 5

P19 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5

P20 4 4 4 4 4 5 4 4 4 4

average 4.5 4.75 4.45 4.5 4.05 3.55 4.4 4.45 4.5 4.6
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(Group B)                                     P: Participant  S: Statement 

Before S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 5 S 6 S 7 S 8 S 9 S 10

P1 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 3

P2 4 5 4 4 4 3 2 4 4 4

P3 4 3 3 2 2 3 2 2 1 1

P4 3 2 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2

P5 4 4 4 4 5 3 3 2 4 3

P6 3 3 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2

P7 3 3 3 2 3 3 3 2 2 3

P8 3 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 1

P9 3 1 4 2 3 3 2 1 2 2

P10 3 3 2 3 3 4 3 3 3 3

P11 3 4 2 3 3 4 4 4 4 4

P12 3 4 3 3 2 2 3 1 2 2

P13 3 3 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 3

P14 1 3 3 2 3 3 2 2 2 2

P15 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 2

P16 4 4 3 3 3 3 4 2 2 3

P17 5 5 4 3 4 3 4 1 2 3

P18 3 3 2 4 2 3 4 2 3 3

P19 3 4 4 3 3 3 4 5 3 3

P20 3 5 4 3 4 3 2 2 2 2

average 3.25 3.35 3.15 2.9 2.9 3.1 2.95 2.25 2.4 2.55  
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(Group B)                                     P: Participant  S: Statement 

After S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 5 S 6 S 7 S 8 S 9 S 10

P1 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 4 4 4

P2 5 5 4 5 4 3 2 5 5 5

P3 4 3 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 4

P4 4 4 5 5 3 4 5 3 4 4

P5 5 5 5 5 5 3 5 5 5 5

P6 4 5 5 5 3 4 5 4 4 5

P7 4 3 3 3 4 3 4 4 4 4

P8 5 3 3 5 3 4 3 4 4 4

P9 4 5 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 4

P10 4 4 4 4 4 5 4 5 5 5

P11 5 4 4 5 4 4 4 5 5 5

P12 4 4 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 5

P13 5 4 4 5 3 5 5 5 5 5

P14 5 5 5 5 4 3 5 4 4 5

P15 5 5 5 5 4 5 5 5 5 5

P16 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 5

P17 5 5 5 4 5 4 5 4 4 4

P18 5 5 5 5 3 4 5 5 5 5

P19 4 5 5 5 3 4 5 5 5 5

P20 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

average 4.6 4.55 4.45 4.65 3.7 3.9 4.45 4.5 4.5 4.65  
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Appendix 8 
Evaluation Scales of the Candidate and the Retreat Program 

 
 
(Group A)                                     P: Participant  S: Statement 

S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 1 S 2 S 3

P1 4 4 5 4 5 5 4

P2 5 4 5 3 5 5 4

P3 4 4 4 3 5 5 3

P4 4 3 5 4 5 5 4

P5 4 4 4 3 4 4 4

P6 4 4 4 4 5 5 3

P7 4 4 5 3 5 5 4

P8 4 4 5 3 5 5 3

P9 4 4 4 3 4 4 4

P10 4 5 5 3 5 5 3

P11 4 4 4 4 4 4 3

P12 5 4 5 3 5 4 4

P13 4 5 5 4 4 4 3

P14 4 5 4 3 5 5 3

P15 5 4 5 3 4 4 3

P16 4 4 4 3 5 5 3

P17 5 5 5 3 5 5 4

P18 4 4 5 3 5 5 3

P19 4 4 4 3 5 5 3

P20 5 4 5 4 4 4 4

average 4.25 4.15 4.6 3.3 4.7 4.65 3.45

 Of the Candidate Of the Program
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(Group B)                                         P: Participant  S: Statement 

S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 S 1 S 2 S 3

P1 4 4 5 4 5 5 3

P2 5 4 5 3 5 5 4

P3 4 5 5 4 5 5 3

P4 4 4 5 3 5 5 4

P5 4 4 4 4 4 5 4

P6 4 5 5 4 5 5 4

P7 5 4 4 4 5 5 4

P8 4 4 5 3 5 5 4

P9 5 4 5 4 4 4 3

P10 4 5 5 3 5 5 4

P11 4 4 4 4 5 4 4

P12 5 4 5 3 5 4 3

P13 4 5 5 3 4 4 4

P14 5 4 4 3 5 5 3

P15 4 5 5 4 4 4 4

P16 5 4 5 4 5 5 4

P17 4 5 5 3 5 5 3

P18 5 4 5 4 5 5 4

P19 4 5 5 3 5 5 4

P20 5 4 5 4 4 4 4

average 4.4 4.35 4.8 3.55 4.75 4.7 3.7

                         Of the Candidate               Of the Program
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