
Introduction

Come live with me, and be my love,
And we will all the pleasures prove . . .

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE

I got you, babe.
SONNY & CHER



The subject of intimacy is one I approach with
trepidation, because every time I publish an essay
on marriage something happens. Every time the
magazine arrives in the mail, my husband and I are
fighting. The triumphant presentation of my pub-
lished words is put on hold as I realize that whatev-
er neatly packed wisdom I have written about the
sacrament of marriage will seem like a crock to the
man to whom I am married, and with whom I’m
having less than choice words at that moment.
When our issue is resolved, I thank God for the res-
olution, as well as for the slice of humble pie: It is
as though God is reminding me that I am no expert.
I may write a good yarn, but I still need God’s grace
and guidance and love in every stitch and fold of
the lovely, frustrating fabric that is marriage.
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Imagine my worries about what will happen if I
write a whole book.

Nevertheless, after twenty-six years of marriage,
I am still an optimist. I believe that the intimacy of
marriage is the closest we earthbound humans can
come to understanding the intimate way in which
our God knows us. I believe that two really do
become one, and by the grace of God, the whole
really is greater than the sum of the parts. I believe
we are like big onions, and as we journey in intima-
cy, our layers become transparent and are peeled
away in the eyes of the one who loves us. Our part-
ner is the only one who knows where some of the
layers begin and end, and which ones are false, and
which ones are painful when pulled, and which
ones are essential to us. In turn we know the same
things about our spouse, right down to the inner
cloves. With this secret and sacred knowledge
comes joy, as well as responsibility.

The sacrament of marriage is a holy partner-
ship. Partners are meant to work together, to com-
plement each other’s strengths, to protect each
other’s vulnerabilities, to mingle vital juices. “If
you would marry suitably, marry your equal,” said
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the ancient Roman poet Ovid, around the time of
Jesus, and he is still right. Equals who love each
other also respect each other. Respect is an essen-
tial prerequisite to trust, without which there can
be no intimacy.

But equality needn’t erect partitions between
us. I squirm internally to see a marriage with sepa-
rate checkbooks: It’s as though our individualistic
society dictates that in marrying, we cannot dilute
one single drop of ourselves without something bad
happening. It’s marriage by Velcro—no harm, no
foul when we decide to rip apart. We’ll both still be
whole. We haven’t sacrificed any precious organ in
order to be conjoined. It has the feel of a temporary
arrangement, which many marriages, in fact, turn
out to be. 

When we jettison this thinking, we give and
yield and bend. We let go of our isolated wholeness
for something more wondrous, if sometimes mad-
dening. Then we two wholes form a new whole:
the marriage. Remember those cartoonish Venn
diagrams in grade school, which you thought
would never have any practical use in real life?
Think of a marriage and where the two spousal 
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circles touch, intersect, blend, share. What do we
hold in common, and what remains separate? We
of course have our own interests, different talents
and weaknesses, and maybe even our own check-
books: I suppose it can work. But on the things that
really matter—there we are shaded as one. 

H

Enter more deeply into the words of St. John:
“The word was made flesh and pitched his
tent among us” (1:14). These words express
the mystery that God, in whom all was creat-
ed, has become part of that same creation. . . .

Through the incarnation of God in Jesus
Christ all human flesh has been lifted up into
God’s own intimacy. There is no human
being . . . who has not been embraced in and
through the flesh of the Word.

The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
manifest to us the full intimacy of this divine
embrace.

HENRI M. NOUWEN,
LIFESIGNS

The Incarnation, God in mortal flesh, has
always been our most intimate human connection
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to God. When we consider that God so loved us that
Jesus was formed and born of a woman, we under-
stand true intimacy. It is the connection we seek all
our lives to share with others. Such a “divine
embrace” reassures us that we are loved and valued.
And such love teaches us to bring love to every dark
corner, to every cold heart, to every unlovable
being, to every unforgiving place. 

When we experience in our own flesh the inti-
macy of the Word made flesh, we transcend our
fear and our mortality and our doubt. In our inti-
macy with a loving God, we know for a moment
the weightlessness of what we are meant to be,
even when our own flesh betrays or fails us. We
know what it means to be spiritual beings. 
We know what it means to pray. We know what it
means to put our flesh in the service of things that
are not of the flesh, of things that fly beyond the
gravity of earth—of the things of God.

And yet we still dare to ponder the mystery of
the Incarnation through the maddening, marvelous
manifestation of human intimacy. In our earthly
marriages, we are challenged to love deeply, beyond
our capabilities. This we can do when we rest in
God’s embrace.
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