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Every day and every night

I always dream that you are by my side

Oh baby, every day and every night

Well, I said everything’s gonna be alright

I'll fly with you.

L’Amour Toujours (Viennese Waltz 59)

DJ Maksy.
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Foreword to Anthropology of Love

Relationship is not a special topic of human existence. It is the space in which people become who they are; the place where trust is formed or broken; the reality in which freedom, fidelity, responsibility, vulnerability, recognition, and healing take concrete form. Whoever speaks of relationships therefore never speaks merely of private affection, but of the fundamental questions of human existence: of dignity and power, of body and soul, of social visibility, ecclesiastical recognition, and the possibility that something of God’s grace may shine forth in human love. It is about human identity and its development.

This volume takes relationships seriously as a key sociological, theological, and psychological theme. It asks not only which relationships are already recognized by the church, the law, or society, but also by what criteria relationships can be considered free, true, responsible, and worthy of protection in the first place. This shifts the perspective from a narrow debate on marriage to a comprehensive ethics of relationships. It is not the external form alone, not sexual orientation, not mere tradition, nor a purely formal consensus that determines the dignity of a relationship. What is decisive is the truth of the relationship: whether people encounter one another in freedom, take responsibility, exclude violence, live in fidelity, work through conflicts, make reconciliation possible, and become fruitful beyond themselves.

In this context, the question of same-sex love, church weddings, blessings, liturgy, and equal recognition is not treated as a matter of inclusion, but as a litmus test. It reveals whether the church’s teaching on relationships is truly grounded in grace, responsibility, and personal dignity, or whether it continues to cling to exclusionary logics that fail to adequately perceive human reality. An ethics of relationships worthy of the name must neither become arbitrary nor become rigid in formal constraints. It must be able to distinguish: between healthy and destructive bonds, between free consent and covert coercion, between love that is responsible and rooted in mere self-assertion, between wholesome fidelity and religiously exaggerated submission.

The themes and questions of a new ethics of relationships discussed here are simultaneously supported and shaped by the methods of knowledge creation and learning material development in the digital age. This volume combines human inquiries with algorithmic support, analytical research and synthesis with conscious design. The result is a composed product of analyses that organize and make visible complex theological contexts and social realities. This is a reflection that not only contemplates the present and immediate reform goals, but has itself emerged from the tools of the present: from digitally supported research, from linguistic condensation, from systematizing analysis, and from forms of artificial intelligence that are already fundamentally shaping today’s knowledge production.

It is precisely in this that another dimension of this book lies. It not only reflects on church development, theological discernment, and social transformation, but also reveals the conditions under which knowledge is produced today. Artificial intelligence is understood here not as a substitute for human judgment, but as a tool for structuring, accelerating, providing perspective, and shaping. It helps to organize material, make connections visible, condense arguments, and open up paths of learning. Thus, a complete work of art of algorithms emerges, one that productively inscribes the possibilities of contemporary knowledge production into its own form.

This connection between relational ethics and digital forms of knowledge is more than a technical footnote. It touches on the question of how the church, theology, and society will learn, judge, and decide in the future. Anyone reflecting today on relationships, love, marriage, family, queer biographies, celibacy, power, trauma, recognition, and liturgical visibility no longer does so in a world of stable knowledge monopolies. Yet knowledge is becoming more interconnected, accessible, rapid, pluralistic, and at the same time more complex. Precisely for this reason, new forms of theological clarity are needed: not as a retreat into old certainties, but as responsible discernment amidst a transformed landscape of knowledge.

This volume therefore sees itself as a contribution to a theology that not only preserves but perceives; not only judges but discerns; not only manages boundaries but opens up spaces for healing. It seeks criteria by which relationships can be recognized in their real quality. It calls for a society that not only protects biological, legal, or traditional forms, but takes seriously those bonds in which people actually bear responsibility for one another. It calls for a church that strengthens good relationships and limits destructive ones. And it calls for a language that does not sentimentalize love, but describes it in its ethical, social, psychological, and theological depth.

This reform perspective explicitly includes the reform of celibacy with the end of mandatory celibacy. The question of relationships, marriage, and liturgical recognition concerns not only same-sex couples but also ordained persons, for whom access to a freely chosen marital way of life has so far been institutionally barred. The theology of relationship, as Nulla Exclusio II, therefore continues the fundamental intuition of equal dignity and equal relationship assessment as a follow-up volume: No relationship lived freely, faithfully, responsibly, non-violently, and spiritually fruitfully may be excluded from the altar in advance solely on the basis of a church status or a disciplinary norm.

Voluntary celibacy remains a possible form of spiritually responsible love; however, mandatory celibacy loses its legitimacy where it structurally excludes ordained persons from committed partnerships, the ability to marry, and sacramentally visible responsibility.

Ordained persons, too, must be able to step before the altar as part of a couple and enter into marriage, provided their relationship meets the same criteria of freedom, fidelity, responsibility, and fruitfulness that apply to all couples.

Such a timely reform can also help to critically address the dark side of mandatory celibacy: not as a simple explanation for sexual abuse of minors, but rather as part of those institutional risk constellations in which repressed sexuality, emotional immaturity, a lack of relationships, power asymmetries, and a lack of adult spaces for connection can interact destructively. The goal is a spiritually responsible love that does not end in repression or a double life, but is grounded in free, mature, and adult partnership.

At the heart of this anthropology of love lies the conviction that free and responsible love must not be viewed with suspicion, but rather supported. Where people encounter one another with dignity, where fidelity does not mean possession, where freedom does not imply a lack of commitment, where responsibility does not become control, and where relationships protect life beyond themselves—there a space of humanity emerges. For the Church, this is not a side issue. It is the very heart of its credibility: this Gospel applies to its own personnel as well. Relationship is the place where it becomes evident whether grace is merely claimed or truly recognized.

May much insight arise through reading, reflection, and the sharing of what has been gained—whether by passing on this volume or through joint discussions with others.

Eureka Circe,

in May 2026.




1. Introduction: Why Relationships Are the Fundamental Theme of the Church, Society, and the Psyche

Human life does not unfold in the vacuum of abstract individuality, but within a dense, ceaseless web of relationships. Relationship is the fundamental matrix in which it is determined who we are, how we perceive the world, and whether we can place trust in reality. It is the place where human existence first awakens to itself. Nevertheless, the topic of relationships—especially when it comes to intimate, familial, or romantic bonds—is often reduced to a supposedly protected private matter. This privatization, however, fails to recognize the dramatic and multidimensional depth of what happens when people form bonds with one another. Relationship is never merely a private feeling. Rather, it is a highly complex phenomenon in which theological truths, social orders, and deep psychological structures are inextricably intertwined. To speak of relationship is inevitably to speak of grace and recognition, of power and commitment, of deep vulnerability and the hope for healing.

This book approaches this fundamental theme of human existence through a deliberate triad that systematically brings together the theological, sociological, and psychological dimensions in dialogue. Theology views relationships not primarily as moral regulators, but inquires into their origin and purpose in God. It asks about grace, about the covenant, about humanity’s likeness to God, about the communion of believers, and about how divine revelation can shine through human love. Sociology, in turn, grounds this perspective by demonstrating that relationships are always embedded in social contexts. It explores mechanisms of recognition, the formative power of institutions and norms, the structuring of the public sphere, law, and family, and the often hidden dynamics of power. Finally, psychology—which will be discussed in detail later in this chapter (see 1.3)—focuses on the inner architecture of the human person. It explores attachment patterns, the capacity for basic trust, the indispensable vulnerability in the process of self-formation, and the paths to emotional healing.

This multidimensional approach is absolutely essential, because any isolated perspective inevitably leads to oversimplifications. A theology that ignores sociological and psychological realities runs the risk of becoming alienated from relationships and of arguing ideologically. A sociology without a sense of theological and psychological depth loses sight of the mystery of personal encounter. And a psychology that ignores social conditions and questions of spiritual meaning reduces structural problems to individual issues. The central thesis of this introductory chapter is therefore: relationship is the central arena where human existence is determined in all its fullness and fragility. To understand why the question of the just shaping, recognition, and accompaniment of relationships is of such pressing urgency for the Church and society today, we must first establish a fundamental understanding of what relationship actually means at its theological and sociological core.

1.1 Relationship as a Key Concept

Our reflection does not begin with an isolated individual who subsequently decides for or against communities, but with the realization that human beings are, in their deepest essence, relational beings. Relationship is therefore not a secondary accident of human existence, but also a key theological concept without which neither creation nor the history of salvation can be adequately understood: it concerns the image of God, covenant, communio, and love as the locus of revelation. However, this concept of relationship must not be hastily narrowed down to the classical couple relationship or civil marriage; rather, it encompasses the entirety of human capacity for personal, physical, and spiritual relationship.

The starting point of this theological foundation is the image of God (imago Dei). When the biblical creation accounts in Genesis 1:26–27 and Genesis 2 describe human beings as the image and likeness of God, this points to a God who, in himself—speaking in Trinitarian terms—is already relationship, dialogue, and love. Accordingly, human beings are not created as self-contained, self-sufficient beings, but as relational persons. The image of God therefore signifies not only an inviolable, static dignity, but essentially a dynamic relatedness: it is the capacity for responsiveness, for community, and for taking responsibility for others and for creation. A theological interpretation that reads Genesis primarily in biological terms or with a narrow focus on gender falls short and misses the point of the texts. Being created in God’s image primarily raises the question of the quality of personal relationship and not merely of physical difference. In the presence of the other, human beings experience that they are not alone, but are called into a network of interdependence and dialogical love.

This relational anthropology finds its historical embodiment in the biblical concept of covenant. God reveals himself to the people of Israel and in Jesus Christ not as a distant supreme principle, but in history, in unconditional faithfulness, in promise, election, and liberation. The covenant that God makes with humanity is not a barter transaction nor a contract in the narrow legal sense. Rather, it follows a profound theological logic of faithfulness, undeserved gift, human response, moral obligation, the memory of liberation, and forgiveness granted anew time and again. If human relationships are to be taken seriously theologically, it is because they are capable of making something of this divine logic of covenant visible in the world. Where people encounter one another in freedom, where they live out fidelity and responsibility, where they foster reliability while at the same time enduring their vulnerability, where they strive for forgiveness, seek permanence, and respect mutual dignity—there an openness toward God takes place. Human bonds thus become a reflection of the divine will of the covenant.

From this necessarily follows the dimension of communion as the Church’s horizon. In its dogmatic constitution “Lumen gentium” as well as in the pastoral constitution “Gaudium et spes,” the Second Vatican Council described the Church not primarily as an institutional apparatus, but as the People of God and the Body of Christ. The Church is, in its essence, universal communion, a community of life, love, and truth. It is a sign and instrument (sacrament) of the most intimate unity with God as well as the unity of all humanity. Relationship is therefore not merely an anthropological but a profoundly ecclesiological theme. The Church is itself a relational entity. For this reason, she cannot credibly speak— — about love, marriage, family, friendship, about blessing or exclusion, and about the solemnity of the altar if she controls human relationships primarily through legal or moral means, rather than recognizing them first and foremost for what they are: a theological place of grace. Relationship is the very place where the Church decides whether it wishes to administer grace merely as an administrative matter or whether it possesses the spiritual sensitivity to recognize where grace has long been at work in the lives of the faithful. Central to this is the equal baptismal dignity of all believers, which forbids the blanket marginalization of people from the community of salvation on the basis of their way of life.

Within this framework, love must be rethought as a place of revelation. A contemporary anthropology of love must neither romanticize love nor reduce it to mere reproduction; it must be understood as a reality rich in spiritual, physical, social, and ethical dimensions. Of course, not every form of affection automatically reveals God. Absolute arbitrariness is foreign to theology: not every intense bond, not every fleeting desire, and not every formally consensual yet destructive relationship is therefore theologically good or salvific. Rather, love becomes a place of revelation where it corresponds to the criteria of relational truth. This relational truth, as the decisive criterion, manifests itself in freedom, fidelity, responsibility, absolute nonviolence, mutual respect, the capacity for reconciliation, and in a social fruitfulness that extends beyond the couple into society and the church. Where these attitudes are lived out and enable spiritual maturation, the relationship becomes theologically significant. This emphatically requires that a theological assessment not reduce the relationship to sexual orientation, but rather recognize the holistic personal quality of a relationship.

1.2 Relationship as a Fundamental Sociological Form

While theology explores the salvific and grace-filled depth of relationships, sociological analysis compels us to acknowledge the social materiality of these relationships. A relationship is never merely private. Couple relationships, traditional families, friendships, chosen families, care communities, as well as church- or state-recognized forms of living are always also social and institutional forms. Although they arise in the intimacy between specific individuals, they are inevitably shaped by language, cultural rituals, the law, social norms, role attributions, public expectations and norms, and by established institutions. Relationships are thus always an intersection, a place where the constitution of society becomes visible in its values, but also in its power structures.

To grasp this social dimension, the concept of recognition is of fundamental importance. Following Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition, social life can be described as a continuous struggle for recognition that takes place in three spheres: in love (as emotional affection), in law (as moral accountability and equal treatment), and in social esteem (as solidarity and respect for one’s way of life). In this model, disregard is not merely a matter of rudeness, but manifests as deep injury, disenfranchisement, institutional exclusion, humiliation, or the devaluation of a way of life. When applied to concrete human relationships, it becomes clear: those who are socially and institutionally recognized as a couple, family, or care community receive far more than just a private sense of validation. These individuals gain social visibility, legal protection, a vocabulary for their love, and a legitimate, unquestioned sense of belonging to the community. Those who are not recognized, however—whether by the state or the church—experience more than just the absence of a formal document or ritual. Rather, the denial of recognition results in social invisibility, shame, a highly precarious sense of belonging, and a genuine institutional wound that affects the very core of a person’s self-understanding.

Recognition has historically taken shape in institutions and norms. The sociology of knowledge, significantly influenced by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, illustrates how the social construction of reality and institutionalization function. Social reality does not fall from the sky, nor does it arise solely from private beliefs; it is created and stabilized through repeated practices, through habituation, through roles, binding interpretations, legal formations, and symbolic orders. Concepts such as marriage, family, partnership, patchwork and rainbow families, and parenthood, as well as acts such as church weddings, blessings, and registration in official records, are therefore not mere labels that are retroactively applied to a reality. They generate social- -reality. They organize the complex expectations of everyday life and distribute life chances, protection, rights, duties, and that very recognition that is essential to life.

Today, however, these institutionalized forms are under massive pressure from modern sociology of intimacy. In his analysis of the transformation of intimacy, Anthony Giddens describes the emergence of romantic love and the development toward the “reflexive relationship” (the relationship as an end in itself). The modern ideal is a relationship that is not primarily held together by external economic constraints, but is based on emotional equality, constant negotiation, and mutual recognition. Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim have radicalized this finding in the context of individualization. Modern people are increasingly forced to choose their own ways of life (self-determined biographies), which leads to immense decision-making pressures and to what they call the “chaos of love.” The central sociological insight here is this: Modern relationships have undoubtedly become freer, but they have by no means become simpler. Freedom inevitably generates new responsibilities, enormous emotional and communicative burdens of negotiation, new uncertainties with the disappearance of traditional scripts, and, as a result, new, painful conflicts over recognition and reliability.

In this transformed context, family, the public sphere, and the law must be redefined. Sociologically speaking, family can no longer be defined today exclusively through biological descent or the nuclear family; rather, it manifests itself as a social practice of care (“doing family”), responsibility, upbringing, mutual support, loyalty, and reliable belonging. The public sphere, as a space of resonance, plays a decisive role in determining whether such relational practices are merely tacitly tolerated, privately accepted, or whether they are truly brought into the center of society as a viable, valuable social form. The law, in turn, does not merely protect relationships retroactively; it possesses a performative, reality-shaping power: it helps normatively define who is considered a married couple, lawful parents, next of kin, a caregiver, or a family—and who is not.

Here, the parallel to the Church’s actions becomes evident. Through its liturgy, its theological language, through the blessing, the sacrament of marriage, admission to communion, its record-keeping, and its everyday parish practices, the Church, too, produces a highly effective, “ ” system of recognition of its own. This is precisely why the church’s non-recognition or exclusion of certain ways of life is never neutral or purely passive; it is an active act of assigning social and symbolic positions.

At this point, it is essential to incorporate Pierre Bourdieu’s critical perspective on power into the sociological analysis. Bourdieu demonstrates precisely that social norms are not simply “naturally” given. Rather, they are socially stabilized through historical processes, internalized by individuals (as habitus), and symbolically reinforced by institutions. Powerful actors and institutions—such as the traditional family, the education system, the state, and not least the church—possess the symbolic power to present historically developed, contingent orders as if they were natural, God-given, and absolutely immutable (naturalization). This sociological perspective does not aim to delegitimize every tradition across the board or to reduce church doctrine to mere power politics. But it compels an intellectually honest and rigorous examination: When considering relational norms, one must carefully distinguish where actual theological truth and salvific divine order speak, and where in reality only social power disguises itself as supposed nature, as an unchangeable order, or as moral normality in order to marginalize alternative ways of life.

When we combine the theological foundation with sociological analysis, the central dynamics of these connections become clearly evident. From a theological perspective, the relationship is an eminently important potential site of grace, of covenantal reality, of personal revelation, and of communion. From a sociological perspective, the same relationship is always simultaneously a fiercely contested form of recognition, an institution, a norm, and a reality embedded in public life and the law. This gives rise to the irreconcilable central tension for the further course of this book: When the Church judges concrete relationships, when it blesses people or denies them a blessing, when it makes individuals liturgically visible or excludes them from the Lord’s table, it never acts solely within a closed, private pastoral sphere. Rather, it intervenes profoundly in the social construction of people’s reality. Within its own sphere—which nonetheless radiates into society—the Church plays a decisive role in determining whether people’s love appears worthy, visible, worthy of protection, and capable of community, or whether it is pushed into the shadows of shame. Theological judgments are always also instruments of social recognition or institutional wounding.

1.3 Relationship as a Space for Psychological Development

While theological and sociological perspectives highlight the supra-individual dimensions of human connectedness, psychology compels us to turn our gaze toward the inner architecture of the human person: it is about attachment, self-formation, trust, vulnerability, and also healing. From this perspective, relationship is by no means merely an add-on to an already fully formed individual who, from a position of autonomous distance, decides for or against a partnership. Rather, relationship is the primary space of psychological development in which people first learn to understand themselves, others, and the world. A person does not first become “complete” in isolation and then enter into a relationship; rather, it is only in and through relationships that they become who they are. In this space of interaction, they are made vulnerable, affirmed in their existence, limited by a counterpart, often deeply hurt, but in the best case, supported and profoundly transformed. Relationships fundamentally shape the basic psychological makeup: the nature of attachment, self-perception, affect regulation, the capacity for trust, the handling of vulnerability and shame, conflict resolution skills, as well as the potential for healing and maturation. The foundations of this developmental space are laid in attachment as a fundamental psychological dimension. Attachment theory, established by John Bowlby and empirically operationalized by Mary Ainsworth, illustrates that the human need for a secure base is innate and essential for survival. Internal working models develop from early interactions and are internalized as secure, insecure, avoidant, ambivalent, or disorganized attachment. However, these patterns are not purely childhood phenomena. Recent research on adult attachment impressively demonstrates that these internal models profoundly shape later romantic relationships, deep friendships, couple relationships, family dynamics, as well as pastoral relationships and church affiliation. A secure attachment offers protection and reliability; it enables anxiety-free regulation of closeness and distance and a sensitive emotional resonance. Insecure attachment experiences, on the other hand, can lead to a profound fear of abandonment, emotional withdrawal, constant over-adaptation, deep-seated mistrust, or a rigid need for control. Where, however, responsiveness—that is, a reliable and appropriate response from another person to one’s own emotional needs—is experienced, the fundamental trust required for any sustainable relationship grows.

It is on this foundation that self-formation takes place. Relationships are the indispensable space where people develop a coherent self-image. In psychological terms, the crucial question of identity formation is: Who am I in the eyes of another person? Who am I allowed to be when I am loved for my own sake? And what happens to the self in return when love is tied only to rigid conditions? Psychoanalytic and developmental psychological approaches, such as those of Donald W. Winnicott with his concept of the “holding environment” or Jessica Benjamin with her focus on intersubjectivity and recognition, make it clear that the self does not emerge in a vacuum. Self-formation does not occur through narcissistic self-assertion or a celibate sanctuary, but rather requires a space of recognition, appropriate mirroring, set boundaries, empathetic response, and experienced freedom. Where this reflection is absent or becomes toxic—for example, due to familial conflicts of loyalty, constant rejection, or religious shaming or even exclusion—the self is destabilized at its core. In this context, shame is not merely a fleeting emotion, but a profound attack on the right to exist unconditionally at all.

At the heart of every personal encounter, trust and vulnerability are inextricably linked. Psychologically speaking, trust does not mean having absolute certainty. Rather, it means being unable to fully protect oneself and relinquishing some degree of control in order to allow closeness to develop. Vulnerability, therefore, means that authentic love is never without risk. An intimate relationship can provide immense security, but due to its emotional permeability, it also possesses the power to shame, manipulate, destabilize self-esteem, or, in the worst case, traumatize. Here, a sharp distinction must be made between healthy vulnerability—which, as openness, makes genuine closeness possible in the first place—and destructive harm, which systematically damages the dignity and psychological integrity of the other. Psychological maturity therefore does not mean invulnerability or the development of emotional armor. Rather, maturity is demonstrated in the ability to set clear boundaries, to tolerate closeness with others, to constructively address inevitable conflicts, to take responsibility for one’s own misconduct, and to facilitate repair and reconciliation after rifts in the bond.

Under these conditions, healing can be understood as a deeply relational process. However, this concept must not be naively romanticized: relationships cannot heal every biographical wound. In particular, destructive, asymmetrical, or violent relationships must never be glorified through religious language of suffering or self-sacrifice. But safe, reliable, respectful, and authentic relationships can create spaces for growth in which people can let go of old shame, learn to trust again, integrate trauma (as trauma researchers such as Bessel van der Kolk or Judith Herman emphasize), overcome existential loneliness, and stabilize their self-worth. In psychology, this is referred to as a “corrective relational experience.” It is achieved through emotional co-regulation, through reliable repair following everyday hurts, through sincere apologies, and through forgiveness without coercion. Reconciliation must not create pressure to sacrifice oneself. Such trauma sensitivity requires clear protection and firm boundaries; it also marks the important distinction between pastoral care, which is supportive, and therapeutic responsibility, which is indispensable in cases of pathological disorders.

Empirical psychological research on relationship quality supports this nuanced perspective. Large, methodologically rigorous couple studies and reviews—such as the highly acclaimed machine-learning study by Samantha Joel et al. (2020), which analyzed data from 43 longitudinal studies—clearly demonstrate which factors make a relationship resilient. The strongest predictors of relationship satisfaction are not external formal criteria, but lived relationship characteristics: perceived partner commitment, high esteem, sexual satisfaction, conflict management skills, and responsiveness. Empirically, good relationships are not primarily identifiable by their institutional framework, but by reliability, respect, fidelity, mutual care, taking responsibility, and the crucial ability to repair the relationship after conflicts.

These empirical findings also preclude narrowing the perspective to heterosexual couples; same-sex relationships must be organically incorporated into this psychological analysis. It must be stated in no uncertain terms: Psychologically and psychiatrically, there is not a single credible reason to interpret same-sex orientation as a deficit or an inability to form relationships. The American Psychological Association (APA) and other major professional associations have long made it unequivocally clear that lesbian, gay, and bisexual LGBTQIA+ orientations are natural variations of human sexuality and not disorders. When queer people experience particular psychological distress in their relationships, this is demonstrably caused by stigma, family rejection, religious shaming, and institutional non-recognition. Ilan H. Meyer has precisely articulated this in his widely cited Minority Stress Model: It is chronic societal minority stress that depletes psychological resources, not a purported deficit in individuals’ capacity for attachment.

If, at the end of this line of thought, we link psychology and theology, a clear mandate emerges: If, psychologically speaking, relationships are such a central space of bonding, self-formation, trust, vulnerability, and healing, then the Church must no longer treat this existential drama solely through the lens of moral prohibitions and legal regulations. It must ask, on an existential level, which relationships make people freer, more authentic, more responsible, and more capable of forming relationships and healing. At the same time, this psychological understanding means that the Church must clearly identify and limit destructive relationships. Phenomena such as psychological or physical violence, manipulation, toxic control, shaming, emotional blackmail, spiritual abuse, and economic dependence must under no circumstances be religiously glorified or tolerated in the name of a misunderstood sacramental indissolubility.

1.4 From the Marriage Debate to Relationship Ethics (not just “marriage for all at the altar,” but criteria for successful relationships in general)

The findings of theological, sociological, and psychological foundations necessitate a shift in perspective, both methodologically and substantively. This book is not merely intended as yet another pro- or anti-church-policy treatise on the church marriage of same-sex couples. The much-discussed question “Marriage for all couples at the altar?” undoubtedly remains a pressing concern, and therefore it is posed here in a deeper and more fundamental way: By what substantive criteria does the Church in the 21st century even recognize whether a romantic relationship is true, free, responsible, capable of healing, socially viable, and thus liturgically acceptable? This shift from a narrow debate on marriage toward a comprehensive ethics of relationships is central to breaking out of the entrenched battle lines of church debates.

It quickly becomes clear that a debate focused solely on form is never sufficient. A human relationship is not morally good and theologically valuable simply because it is heterosexual, because it fits seamlessly into the norm under canon law, because it is socially recognized, or because it is based on a formal consensus. Conversely, a relationship is not theologically deficient or sinful simply because it is same-sex. Rather, the concept of relational truth is decisive for an honest theological evaluation. This truth is not demonstrated in abstract documents, but in lived realities: in freedom, fidelity, deeply understood responsibility, absolute nonviolence, reliability, mutual respect, social fruitfulness, spiritual maturation, and in the enduring capacity for reconciliation. These guiding concepts form the ethical foundation (also from a philosophical perspective), which is systematically elaborated in detail in the following chapters of this book (especially chapters 6, →, and →).

Such an ethics of relationship formulates a fundamental critique of two common oversimplifications in the current debate. The first oversimplification is a liberal arbitrariness that hastily assumes that absolutely every voluntary and mutually consensual relationship is, for that reason alone, unconditionally good, true, or worthy of the altar. The second oversimplification is the traditional formal logic of exclusion, which conversely claims that the external legal form of the relationship or the biological sex of the participants determines the dignity, truth, and capacity for grace of a relationship even before and independently of any substantive examination. It must therefore be demonstrated that a serious, theologically grounded ethics of relationships is, in its substantive demands, significantly stricter than mere affective consent and, at the same time, far more inclusive in its scope than the traditional logic of exclusion in canon law.

This is particularly evident in the concept of consent. Mutual consent is undoubtedly the necessary, absolute minimum condition of any legitimate relationship, but it is not sufficient as an ethical criterion. Consent alone does not answer all profound ethical questions. Real freedom can be severely restricted in relationships—for example, by invisible dependencies, economic pressure, family control, religious coercion, or massive power imbalances. International health organizations such as the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) or the WHO now define psychological aggression, “coercive control,” and intimate partner violence very broadly. Where gaslighting, institutional shame, or spiritual authority distort a partner’s perception, a mere “yes” is no guarantee of an ethically sound relationship. Here, too, more profound criteria are required.

If we define what a successful relationship means in positive terms, we do not paint a perfectionist, completely conflict-free, or unrealistically idealized picture of a couple. Rather, a successful relationship is a real bond in which flawed people remain free at their core and yet can commit to one another radically. It is a space where people take responsibility for one another, never use each other as a means to an end, and categorically exclude any form of violence. It is a relationship that does not suppress conflicts but works through them, that protects trust, seeks truth together, enables forgiveness without morally coercing it, and fosters personal and spiritual growth. Successful relationships do not shut themselves off narcissistically from the world, but are characterized by faithfulness in everyday life, care, vulnerability, protection, a high level of commitment, appreciation, and a shared understanding of life. They foster social openness and a fruitfulness in the broader sense that extends far beyond the couple itself into the community.

Why is such a detailed ethics of relationships theologically indispensable? If the Church claims the right to liturgically recognize relationships, to bless them, to provide pastoral care for them, or to explicitly exclude them from the altar, then it must be able to justify, in a rational and theologically coherent manner, the substantive criteria by which it does so. A church that applies purely formal, canon-law categories falls into an ethical trap: it may overlook deeply destructive, asymmetrical relationships simply because they exist in the “permitted” sacramental form, and at the same time it discredits good, faithful, responsible, and gracious relationships because they are lived out in an unrecognized form. A church, on the other hand, that no longer applies any criteria at all in a misguided liberalism loses the full gravity of the altar! A substantive ethics of relationships is therefore not a dilution or weakening of church morality, but its long-overdue theological deepening and (re)orientation.

The central thread of this argument shifts the theological locus of the debate: It is not sexual orientation that ultimately determines the theological dignity and sacramentality of a relationship, but the truth of the relationship alone. Relationship must once again be understood as a theological locus of grace, as a sociological form of recognition, and as a psychological space for development, anchored in the natural law of the person (and not in the sense of a theory of the law of nature). In light of the equal baptismal dignity of all believers, a contemporary anthropology of love and a renewed sacramental theology demand that there be no double standards in liturgy, canon law, and pastoral care. The goal of human love ultimately points to eschatological fulfillment in God. There must therefore be no degrading special examination of queer couples; rather, there must be an equal, truly serious examination of all couples before the face of God.

The issue of same-sex couples is thus neither suppressed nor treated as an isolated special topic in this draft. Rather, it serves as the decisive touchstone of the Church’s entire ethics of relationships. If a specific same-sex relationship is demonstrably free, faithful, responsible, absolutely non-violent, reliable, socially fruitful, and spiritually mature—if it embodies all these qualities—then theological doctrine must be able to provide a conclusive justification for why the mere biological sex of the parties involved should outweigh all these objectively good, salutary, and grace-filled qualities of the relationship.

This central question is not aimed at a hasty pastoral-pragmatic solution, but rather sets the stage for the subpoints below regarding the structural issue at the altar. For if the Church takes these substantive criteria seriously, the moral-theological dispute inevitably transforms into a massive ecclesiological structural issue: The altar becomes the touchstone of the Church’s credibility. Anyone who takes relationship seriously as a theological, sociological, and psychological space must confront the inevitable question: What changes in the identity of the Church itself when it no longer merely “privately accompanies” same-sex love on the margins, but brings it into its center in a liturgically visible way—with the same marriage rite and the same theological dignity—and fully recognizes it?

The preceding reflections have laid the foundation: a relationship is never merely a private feeling, but a theological space of grace, a sociological form of recognition, a psychological space for development, and a highly complex ethical testing ground. This multidimensional foundation precludes reducing loving relationships to purely formal criteria or hastily answering ethical questions with categories of canon law. However, anyone who shares this seriousness regarding the examination of relationships will inevitably be led to a point where anthropological breadth meets institutional narrowness. From the question of the quality of human love arises the question of the form of the Church. The findings thus far therefore form the starting point for an unavoidable ecclesiological culmination.

1.5 From a Controversial Case to a Structural Question: How Does the Church Change When It Liturgically Recognizes Same-Sex Love with the Same Marriage Rite?

The debate over the Church’s recognition of same-sex love has suffered for decades from a fatal narrowing of focus: it is mostly treated as a pastoral exception, as a particular concern of a marginalized minority, or as an isolated conflict within the Church’s sexual morality. This framing as a mere “dispute,” however, falls fundamentally short. A dispute suggests that it is merely a matter of a single controversial issue that one can support or reject depending on one’s ecclesiastical political stance, without the rest of the theological edifice being affected. The theological and sociological reality, however, looks different. Same-sex love poses a profound structural question for the Church. At its core, it concerns the way the Church recognizes grace, how it makes legitimate belonging visible, how it distinguishes relationships, how it creates public space, how it celebrates liturgy, how it understands sacramentality, and how it practices universal communion.

As soon as same-sex love is no longer merely accompanied privately in pastoral niches or spontaneously blessed in secret, but is liturgically recognized within the same marriage rite, it is not just a pastoral practice that changes. The visible form of the Church’s recognition changes. What specifically happens with such a step? This structural question unfolds on several inseparably interconnected levels. First, the Church’s order of recognition changes profoundly: Same-sex couples no longer appear as a deficient pastoral exception that must be mercifully tolerated, but as fully valid bearers of the same relational truth taken seriously by the Church. Second, the liturgical public sphere changes: a relationship that was previously accompanied at most informally steps out of the shadows into the visible, embodied communion of the gathered congregation. Third, the sacramental-theological question arises with renewed urgency: The Church would need to determine more precisely whether the constitutive sign of marital grace is essentially bound to biological gender difference or whether it manifests itself rather in free consent, in lived fidelity, in the will to indissolubility, in mutual self-giving, in fruitfulness in the broader sense, and in the Church’s witness. Fourth, the power of the norm is changing: sexual orientation no longer serves as an a priori filter determining exclusion; rather, the quality and truth of the relationship are examined according to the same strict standards as any other love.

To gauge the scope of this reform perspective, an extremely careful distinction between the current status quo, the present state of magisterial teaching, and the goal of theological development is essential. The status quo of Roman Catholic doctrine and discipline continues to understand marriage exclusively as a union between a man and a woman. The Codex Iuris Canonici (in particular can. 1055) unambiguously describes marriage as a life partnership between a man and a woman, which is by nature ordered toward the good of the spouses as well as the procreation and upbringing of offspring. On this legal and dogmatic basis, the 2021 responsum from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith rejected the possibility of blessing same-sex unions, since the Church does not have the authority to bless sin. The subsequent document *Fiducia supplicans* from 2023 did modify this absolute prohibition by permitting a pastoral, non-ritualized, and explicitly non-marriage-like blessing of couples in irregular situations as well as same-sex couples. However, this was done under the strict premise of not altering the doctrine of marriage and not permitting liturgical equality. The Munich cardinal ultimately ordered the blessing of all same-sex couples in Germany within his jurisdiction. The current state of magisterial teaching can therefore be summarized precisely: pastoral closeness, yes, but full liturgical recognition, no; blessing, yes, but under no circumstances within the Ordo Matrimonii; accompaniment, yes, but no sacramental equality. This current state represents a pastoral opening, but it does not resolve the fundamental theological question!

Against this backdrop, it becomes clear why theological proposals advocating for a quasi-marital special liturgy lead to a dead end. The theological claim must be: the same altar, the same order, no special liturgy. The goal is the full liturgical visibility of same-sex couples eligible for marriage. A special liturgy, a second-class blessing service, would indeed signal a certain degree of recognition, but at the same time inevitably institutionalize a liturgical asymmetry. It would symbolically communicate: These couples may appear before God, but not in the same form; they may become visible within the church, but not in the same order; they receive pastoral care, but not full dogmatic equality. If, at the deepest level of relational truth, it is the same marital bond, then the basic form must be the same: the same church, the same altar, the same public setting, the same free consent, the same question of fidelity, the same invocation of God’s Spirit (epiclesis), and the same incorporation into the communion. If, on the other hand, the Church remains convinced that this is not a marriage, then even a special form must not ritually pretend that the dogmatic question has already been resolved.

It is not our intention here to obscure the issue or simplistically claim that such equality is already feasible under current law. On the contrary: full liturgical recognition of same-sex couples would require a substantive theological development of church doctrine, an amendment to canon law, and an adaptation of the Ordo Matrimonii. Yet precisely because the same altar is at stake, the theological debate must not be reduced to mere compromises regarding blessings or symbolic substitute rituals. The Munich initiative was urgently needed, but it was not the deciding factor.

From a sociological perspective, the power of public visibility and ritual becomes evident here. A couple that becomes liturgically visible is not merely comforted in private within the quiet confines of their home, but is publicly recognized as a viable relationship. As the sociology of knowledge by Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann or the sociological theory of ritual following Émile Durkheim demonstrate, rituals create social reality. They are not mere decorations. They confirm legitimate belonging, create a common language, foster collective memory, confer social status, relieve the individual of shame, and organize the expectations of the community. Judith Butler’s reflections on social legibility further illustrate that subjects and ways of life only fully enter the realm of social and mournable life through norms of recognizability. For those who remain liturgically invisible, their love remains socially and institutionally precarious.

This sociological dynamic has immediate psychological consequences. For same-sex couples, continued liturgical invisibility or the relegation to special rites is not merely an abstract question of canon law. It can massively intensify psychological minority stress, deep-seated shame, family conflicts, agonizing self-doubt, and a religious alienation that extends to institutional wounding. Conversely, sincere, public, and equal liturgical recognition possesses the enormous psychological potential to strengthen the security of attachment, stabilize self-worth, build trust in the community, promote family acceptance, and enable pastoral healing. Visibility within the church is therefore never mere symbolism; it is an act that deeply impacts the psychological and social architecture of people. When the issue has shifted from a matter of dispute to a structural question, the place where this recognition is granted or denied becomes the ultimate litmus test. This place is the altar. Here it is decided whether the Church merely administers grace and guards moral boundaries, or whether it possesses the spiritual breadth to recognize where God’s grace is already at work in faithful, free, and responsible love.

1.6 The Altar as a Touchstone of the Church’s Credibility

From a Catholic perspective, the altar is not merely a piece of furniture nor a ceremonial decoration for what is ultimately a private family celebration. It is the concentrated public sphere of the Church. It is the place of the Eucharist, of the memorial of the sacrifice, of sacramental communion, of the gathering of God’s people, of mission into the world, and of visible belonging to the Body of Christ. It is about: visibility, public presence, and witness to sacramentality. When a human relationship steps before the altar, it is not merely celebrated emotionally, but it is placed within the dense space of ecclesial discernment, dogmatic responsibility, and witness to salvation history. For precisely this reason, the altar is the incorruptible touchstone of the Church’s credibility.

It is here that the theological quality of visibility is first determined. In the ecclesiastical sphere, visibility does not merely mean that people are physically present or seen. Liturgical visibility means that the Church as an institution publicly demonstrates which concrete forms of life it can regard as authentic, as worthy of God’s blessing, as capable of community, as a responsible response to divine grace, and as an integral part of its communion. Those who are permitted to step visibly before the altar to enter into a lifelong covenant no longer appear there as isolated private individuals, but as members of a community whose love is received and witnessed by the entire Church. Those, on the other hand, who must remain permanently invisible or are permitted to find a place only in pastoral niches and special forms are also fundamentally limited in their ecclesial belonging. Visibility thus proves not to be a secondary pastoral issue or a concession to a modern zeitgeist, but a profoundly sacramental and social category.

Closely linked to this is the concept of publicness. The wedding ceremony is, far beyond the intimacy of the couple, a public church event. The assembled congregation, the appointed witnesses, the officiating minister, the highly condensed liturgical language, the keeping of church records and registers, the intercessions, the solemn blessing, the sanctity of the space, and the centrality of the altar—all of this together forms a specific public sphere in which a relationship is recognized legally, socially, and spiritually. This public sphere does not refer to a secular media public sphere, but rather to a communio public sphere: the relationship is literally spoken into the body of the church and sustained by it. The exclusion of same-sex couples from the same Ordo is therefore not merely a formal, legal distinction. It is a loud theological statement about which love the Church can publicly present as marriageable, as grace-filled, and as representative of Christ’s covenant—and which it cannot.

This inevitably leads to the heart of sacramentality. Here, one must proceed cautiously, precisely, and without theological sleight of hand: In current Catholic understanding, a valid marriage between two baptized persons is a sacrament, and current law describes it indispensably as a covenant between a man and a woman. The reform movement must not conceal or reinterpret this legal and dogmatic fact as if the problem were already solved. Rather, the sacramental-theological question itself must be sharpened anew and formulated as a theological examination question: In what does the actual sacramental symbolism of marriage lie? Does it lie exclusively and indispensably in the biological-symbolic difference between the sexes? Or does it lie in the free, irrevocable, faithful, and fruitful self-giving of two baptized persons who, in their relationship, bear witness to Christ’s unbreakable fidelity to the Church?

If one employs the classical tools of sacramental theology—sign, grace, consensus as the act establishing marriage, epiclesis, covenant, fidelity, indissolubility, the representation of Christ and the Church, the celebration by the congregation, and the public character of the sacrament—a compelling conclusion presents itself. If same-sex couples demonstrably live out exactly the same relational truth—absolute freedom in entering marriage, lifelong fidelity, deep responsibility, nonviolence, reliability, the protection of mutual dignity, social fruitfulness, and visible spiritual maturation—then a theologically coherent justification must be provided as to why all these high-order spiritual goods should not be capable of sacramental representation. The touchstone of the altar does not require yesterday’s assertion that this justification has already been fully recognized by the Magisterium; rather, it reveals the theological void that arises when the sign is narrowed down to biology.
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The illustration depicts the central question—whether the blessing may differ when love is the same—in a deliberately simple symbolic language. The church, the couple, the rings, and the scales point to the conflict between ecclesiastical order, partnership, and justice. In the context of this volume, the image introduces the fundamental tension underlying the entire argument: If love bears the same characteristics of freedom, fidelity, responsibility, and dignity, it must not be liturgically divided into different classes.


Figure1: Can the blessing differ when love is the same?


At this point, the altar proves itself to be a place of communion. In Lumen gentium, the Second Vatican Council defined the Church as a sign and instrument of the most intimate unity with God as well as the unity of all humanity; in Sacrosanctum Concilium, the liturgy is described as the source and summit of all the Church’s activity, at the center of which stands the Eucharist as a representation of the unity of the faithful. If a significant group of baptized people, due to their sexual orientation, is permanently relegated to the status of a deficient pastoral exception, a dramatic tension arises with the Church’s self-description as a universal communion. This tension is not automatically conclusive dogmatic proof for reform, but it is a theological test that ecclesiology must face.

In this test of endurance, Fiducia supplicans marks a significant milestone, but by no means a viable final destination. The document permits pastoral blessings under extremely limited conditions: specifically, not as a liturgical rite. It is precisely through this subtle distinction that the document ruthlessly exposes the limits of the current model. It allows for pastoral closeness but denies the same liturgical visibility; it permits private petitions for God’s assistance but denies access to the same Ordo; it opens a pastoral door but keeps the sacramental threshold firmly closed. Viewed analytically, Fiducia supplicans thus does not resolve the question of the altar, but rather exacerbates it in a painful way—and no queer person can take pride in this, nor can anyone from the congregation truly go along with it—because the artificial separation of pastoral esteem and liturgical recognition remains theologically incoherent in the long run.

This results in the necessity of establishing the formula “same altar, same Ordo, no special liturgy” as an indispensable criterion of a reformed practice. The same altar means: There must be no spatial, architectural, or symbolic subordination for queer couples. The same order means: There must be no second-class liturgy, no devalued quasi-marital substitute, and no privatized special ceremony without the full, fundamental form of the church’s marriage rite. No special liturgy means: If same-sex couples are recognized as eligible for marriage based on the truth of their relationship, then this must not be a tolerated exception but a natural part of the same sacramental order. If, on the other hand, they are not recognized as eligible for marriage, then the Magisterium must openly bear and account for this harsh exclusion theologically, rather than concealing it through pastorally softened intermediate rites. Full liturgical visibility means: The couple does not stand on the sidelines, not as an afterthought, not hidden, and not merely improvised for pastoral care, but standing upright before the Church, before God, in a fully valid public rite, and with exactly the same dignity in the examination of their relationship as any other couple.

In doing so, it is essential to dispel a grave misunderstanding: Equality in the Ordo does not in any way imply an equation with liberal arbitrariness. The notion that every relationship belongs indiscriminately before the altar is a theological fallacy. The altar demands, in fact, examination and discernment. Relationships marked by physical or psychological violence, manipulation, coercion, deception, exploitation, lack of freedom, lack of willingness to commit, or lack of responsibility do not simply belong under a liturgical affirmation—regardless of the gender of those involved. Precisely for this reason, the demand for the same Ordo is not an expression of moral recklessness, but a call for a stricter, more honest ecclesiastical discernment—and this must also apply to heterosexual couples: It is about the same inviolable dignity, the same ethical standards, the same serious examination, but without any predetermined, gender-specific devaluation.

Theology and sociology converge in the recognition that, through its liturgy, the Church not only reflects social reality but actively creates it. When the Church marries a couple, it does not merely passively describe an existing relationship, but publicly attests to and legitimizes it with performative power. When it excludes a couple from this rite, it does not merely defend an abstract doctrinal framework, but it generates shame in social reality, draws visible boundaries, and produces the painful feeling of not belonging. That is why the altar is and remains the ultimate touchstone of the Church’s credibility: A Church that speaks tirelessly in its documents of universal grace, of the equal dignity of all the baptized, and of communion must allow itself to be questioned as to whether its liturgical practice and sacramental order actually uphold this grand theological language—or whether they undermine it in the concrete encounter with loving life.

In order to develop a well-founded ethics of relationships from this ecclesiological tension, the following section requires a methodological clarification and a consolidation of the guiding theses. The following section will therefore systematize the methodological triad of theological sources, sociological analysis, and psychological research, while the main thesis is summarized below: Relationships are to be taken seriously by the church and are worthy of the altar precisely where freedom, fidelity, responsibility, mutual dignity, and fruitfulness in the broader sense are not merely asserted but become visible as relational reality.

1.7 The Transdisciplinary Nature of the Book

The question of the innermost nature, dignity, and ecclesial recognition of human relationships cannot be succinctly answered from the isolated perspective of a single academic discipline. Every monodisciplinary approach is subject to blind spots. A purely theological response that ignores empirical realities risks overlooking institutional power mechanisms and downplaying the psychological effects of moral norms. A purely sociological response that reduces the phenomenon to social construction and discourse risks trivializing profound theological dimensions such as grace, the sacraments, the covenant, the nature of the Church, and revelation. A purely psychological response, in turn, risks reducing the existential and ethical weight of a relationship to categories of individual well-being, to mere attachment patterns, or to therapeutic concerns. This book therefore deliberately employs a methodological triad: theology, sociology, and psychology do not stand side by side in isolation, but rather correct, deepen, and limit one another in a methodologically controlled mutual dialogue that also incorporates other transdisciplinary fields such as ethics. The focus is on the interweaving of theological sources, sociological analysis, psychological research, and ethical classification.

The theological method forms the foundation and broad horizon of this investigation. Theology does not primarily ask what people subjectively experience as useful or emotionally meaningful at a particular historical moment, but rather how relationship can be understood in the presence of God and in the light of salvation history. It inquires into grace, into the covenant, into the nature of the sacrament, into the communion of believers, into the image of God in humanity, into salvation, sin, and reconciliation, into the celebration of the liturgy, and into the eschatological fulfillment of love. To address these questions honestly, the book draws on a broad network of theological sources: Sacred Scripture as the normative source, living tradition, the documents of the councils (especially the Second Vatican Council), statements of the Magisterium, the celebration of the liturgy, and canon law. Added to this are theological reflections from sacramental and moral theology, pastoral theology, as well as important corrective insights from liberation theologies, feminist theology, queer theology, and communio ecclesiology. This capacity for theological dialogue, however, presupposes a clear hierarchy of sources. Not every ecclesiastical statement carries the same dogmatic authority: a central conciliar document such as Lumen gentium or Gaudium et spes ranks higher in terms of magisterial and theological authority than a merely disciplinary pastoral guideline, an individual theological article, or a thesis on church reform.

In the spirit of theological integrity, current Roman Catholic doctrine must under no circumstances be concealed or hastily declared obsolete. The magisterial status quo, as formulated in the Codex Iuris Canonici (particularly canons 1055 and 1057) and in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, continues to describe sacramental marriage as a union between a man and a woman. Documents such as the 2021 Responsum of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and the subsequent 2023 declaration Fiducia supplicans confirm this status quo as a real starting point for the debate, in which liturgical equality and a change in the doctrine of marriage were still ruled out. At the same time, however, this status quo must not be confused with the definitive end of all theological reflection. Theology is not the mere mechanical repetition of existing formulas, but rather the historically responsible interpretation of Scripture, Tradition, human experience, reason, the reading of the “signs of the times,” and the further development of Church practice. The interdisciplinary method of this book is therefore as follows: First, it provides a fair and precise description of what currently applies in terms of magisterial teaching and law. In a second step, it conducts a profound analysis of the anthropological, social, psychological, and theological tensions arising from this current state of affairs. Then, in a third step, well-founded perspectives for reform are developed on this basis, without dishonestly presenting these ethical and liturgical postulates as already established law.

The sociological method grounds this theological elevation. Sociology does not ask whether grace operates metaphysically in a sacrament in the theological sense. Rather, it asks analytically how societies and institutions define which relationships are considered legitimate, worthy of protection, visible, and dignified. It inquires into recognition, the performative power of institutions, power, the formation
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