Reclaiming The Covenant

I take thee to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part, according to God’s holy ordinance, forsaking all others and thereto I give thee my troth.


With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow.

-The Book Of Common Prayer, 1552

Is this a contract or a covenant?

A covenant was God’s means of demonstrating unshakable promises.  When God made unshakable promises to people (Abraham, David) He entered into covenant with them.  He made them promises that were to be kept no matter what.   

These promises were demonstrated.  When God covenanted with Noah to never destroy the world by flood He placed a rainbow in the sky to demonstrate it.  When God made a covenant with Abraham there was a sacrifice and a fiery consumption of it. The descendants of Abraham were circumcised to remind them of the covenant. Covenants are manifested.  

The literal translation of the word covenant means “to cut”. God cut open the side of Adam and extracted that from which He would fashion a wife for Adam.  And so when God refers to marriage in Malachi He says that she is your wife by covenant.  

Malachi 2:13 You cover the Lord's altar with tears, with weeping and groaning because he no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor at your hand. 14  You ask, "Why does he not?" Because the LORD was a witness between you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is your companion and your wife by covenant. 

(Your prayers will not be answered if you don’t treat your wife right.)
Now, I am not so concerned with the semantics you use when you describe your marriage, but I am concerned with what spirit do you live in your marriage.  Do you consider yourself bound by contract or by covenant?

The Difference
There is a difference and I really want you to live in your marriage with the spirit of a covenant. 

Contracts are conditional and are expected to be broken if the conditions are not met.  Covenants are unconditional and eternal.

Contracts are exclusively about mutual benefit.  Covenants are about what one pledges to another with no thought to self-interest.

Contracts are intended to affect only the parties involved.  Covenants usually affect numerous people.  

A contract is legally binding me to the most I have to do to stay in the contract. (This is all I am required to do.)  The covenant is a voluntary vow of the least I can do for the one with whom I am covenanted.  (I will do at least this if possible more.)  

Now I ask you again, in what spirit do you live in your marriage?

· Are their certain conditions that if they come to pass you will leave the marriage? 

· If he ever cheats on me…

· I will not live with this tension…

· If I ever feel you are holding me back from my potential…

· If you do not receive a certain things in this marriage will you look elsewhere for those things?  (What if your partner was incapacitated, through no fault of their own, and could no longer provide those things.) 

· I just don’t feel fulfilled, I am not happy…

· I am not sexually satisfied…

· This is not an economic status I am willing to live with…

· You don’t support me…

· You are not there for me…

· Do you believe your marriage is only the business of you and your spouse and what you choose to do with it is no one else’s business? 

· The kids will be better off if they are not in this unhappy atmosphere…

· Do you feel like there are minimums in married life, and as long as you fulfill the minimum your spouse should be ok with that?  

· Hey, I provide for my family…that is enough…

· I give you sex, what else do you want…

· I take care of XYZ…

Do you feel like there are limits to what you should be personally required to sacrifice for the sake of the marriage?

(With the understanding that there are always exceptions and extreme circumstances) If you answered yes to any of these you probably have a contract mentality toward marriage.  

The Crafting Of The Contract
If anyone doubts that the concept of marriage has been eroded to the point of it being a contract you only have to look at the proliferation of prenuptial agreements to see what is happening.  There was a time when the underlying assumption was that divorce should only be obtainable for cause. (Adultery, desertion, abuse)  That assumption is dead.  Now most marriages can be dissolved by one spouse over the objections of the other, and without cause.  The legal differences between formal and informal marriage have been blurred.  Above all, marriage is now viewed not as a covenant but simply a contract, based on self-interest, convenience, and individual self-fulfillment.  As contracts go it is among the weakest in contemporary American society.  Maggie Gallagher said it best, “We now live in a society where it is legally easier and less risky to dump a wife than to fire an employee.”
Mary Ann Glendon summarized the popular spirit in which marriage is entered into.  

“The American story about marriage, as told in the law and in much popular literature, goes something like this: Marriage is a relationship that exists primarily for the fulfillment of the individual spouses.  If it ceases to perform this function, no one is to blame and either spouse may terminate at will.  After divorce each spouse is expected to be self-sufficient.”

1. When marriage became a contract two powerful forces for marriage were greatly reduced.

2. Social pressure which came in the form of stigmatizing divorce.

3. Marriage and family law.  

There was a time, and not a long time ago when divorce would ruin a man’s career.  As recently as the late 40s when Ingrid Bergman left her husband and daughter for the director Roberto Rosellini, and bore Rosellinis child before they were married, the reaction was swift and scorching.  Bergmans films were boycotted, she was essentially banned from Hollywood for years, criticized by women’s groups as a bad example, and denounced on the Senate floor as a “powerful influence for evil.”

Did we hear anything like that when Meg Ryan dumped her husband of eight years for a set romance that lasted six months?  

The social pressure to stay married is no longer there.  Even ministers survive divorce and go on to successful ministries.

The legal difficulties in divorce have been eradicated. I have already illustrated that for you.  

In the absence of legal and social pressure to stay married we must have something else.  We must willfully bind ourselves by covenant. No one expects your marriage to survive, no one will be appalled if it does not.   It is up to us to raise the level of expectation for our own marriages.
The Blessings Of The Covenant
I think I sensed the spirit of the covenant most clearly in the words of a young man named Matt.  Matt and Dina had married.  Divorced.  Then remarried each other yet again.  This time with a new sense of what it was all about.  

“The second time, we got married with the full and complete understanding of what the institution was…We were married in the sense that people and society use marriage.  Not for the dishes but for life and forever solely with one another.  That is it, we are not kids, we are not fooling around.  One of us is going to die and that other one is going to be left.  That is how this is going to end.  NO ONE IS GOING AWAY!”
(What a great confidence to pound into our kids.)

I would summarize the spirit of the covenant with those words.  No one is going away.   The covenant spirit brings with it three blessings.

The Blessing of For Better Or Worse

When you are in a covenant marriage “for better or worse” means exactly that.  There is someone there who will always have your back. Whatever you face you will not face it alone.   I don’t worry what will happen if I am incapacitated in some way.  I do not fear abandonment if I become a burden.  It would be frightening to me to be in a relationship where if I did not fulfill certain aspects of the contract I would be discarded.  

If you want to see a covenant marriage in this regard in action take a good look at what has happened with Ronald and Nancy Reagan in recent years.  As the disease has totally debilitated him friends and family say her devotion is ever more manifest.  While he has ceased to recognize her she is still there.  When literally no one would blame her if she left him to the care of professionals and went on to enjoy life she remains constantly at his side, his number one care giver.  While he is totally unable to reciprocate in anyway she keeps giving. 

No one is going away if it gets too rough.

The Blessing of Exclusivity

In a covenant marriage you know your spouse is “cleaving unto you alone.”  There is safety and security in knowing you are one persons sexual partner.  A friend who is not a christian was trying to make me jealous about his lifestyle. By the time I finished explaining covenant marriage he was jealous of my life. By living in a covenant that blesses us with exclusivity we change the nature of the sexual relationship. In the exclusivity of a covenant marriage you don’t worry about STDs.  You are not compared to the most recent lover. You don’t fear being traded in for a new sexual partner that is more attractive, weighs less, has more hair, or a 

surgically enhanced body.  You have more confidence in the fidelity of your spouse, less anxiety over sexual performance, fewer fears of sexual abandonment, and less cause for sexual jealousy.

No one is going away with someone new.

The Blessing Of Permanence

In a covenant marriage someone will be there to love you when you are old and grey.  When you skin wrinkles, eye sight dims, and your walk slows.  Paul McCartney sang the question we all have, “Will you still love me when I am 64?”  In a covenant marriage it is a forgone conclusion.  This is so vital in our day when nothing is permanent and everything is changing faster than we can track.  College students have a problem in that when they pick a specialty often by the time they graduate the specialty field no longer exists.  The covenant gives you the blessing of permanence.      

The influential feminist Barbara Ehrenreich wrote an article for Time Magazine last year in which she proposed formally replacing yesterday’s “one-size-fits-all model of marriage” with a different and better model:  “renewable marriages, which can get re-evaluated every five to seven years, after which the can be revised, recelebrated, or dissolved with no hard feelings.”

This is not a radical voice from the 70s.  This is a leading journal last year.  

Reclaiming The Covenant
I want to urge you to reclaim the spirit of the covenant in your marriage. Here are a few ways you can reclaim the covenant.

1. Study what a covenant really is.  Your Bible is the best source for it.  A covenant is how God makes unshakable promises.  Aspire to live in the spirit you discover in the word of God.

Hebrews 13:5 is a covenant from Christ to us. “I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee”

Calvary is the epitome of the spirit of the covenant.  

Romans 5:8  But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

I John 4:10  Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

· Notice the absence of reciprocity.  God is not demanding anything for the love he freely offers.

· He will make the ultimate sacrifice regardless of our response.  

· Make meeting your spouses needs your primary objective in marriage, not seeing to it that your own are met.

· Marriages are destroyed because of selfishness.  This one practice would cut the divorce rate in half in this country.  And would dramatically change marriage.   

· Celebrate the covenant.

· In the Bible covenants were manifested.  A rainbow, circumcision.  Obvious symbols of a promise made.  I would advocate getting your vows printed, signed by you and witnesses, and placed prominently in your home.  (sample covenants)

