
THE PILLARS OF THE SANCTUARY
What a marriage is for, before any of the machinery

The foundation beneath the Covenant Set — for adults 18 and over

BEFORE THE MACHINERY

Every other page in this library describes how something is done. This one says why it is 
worth doing, and it comes first in importance even though it was written last.

The modern account of marriage is that it is a contract between two individuals for their 
mutual satisfaction, terminable when the satisfaction ends. That account is not wicked, 
but  it  is  thin,  and  thinness  is  precisely  the  problem:  a  thing  understood  as  an 
arrangement for one's own happiness will be dissolved the moment it stops delivering, 
and everything difficult in it will read as evidence that it has failed. Half the marriages 
built on that understanding come apart, and they come apart at exactly the point where 
the older understanding would have said the work was beginning.

This library rests on a different account, and it stands on three pillars. Take away any one 
of them and the structure will not hold weight.

A perimeter. An engine. An anchor.

I. THE SANCTUARY OF ONE FLESH

The first pillar is that a marriage is a perimeter wall, and everything inside it is one thing 
rather than two.

The world beyond that wall is not neutral. It is demanding, distracting, and structurally 
indifferent to whether any particular household survives — it wants your hours, your 
attention, your energy and your loyalty, and it will take all four without noticing what it  
has cost you. A person standing alone in that weather is worn down by it. Two people 
standing separately are worn down separately, and comfort each other about it in the 
evenings.

Becoming one flesh is not a romantic flourish. It is a structural claim, and it describes 
something with mechanical  consequences.  It  means two people  have merged their 
money, their bodies, their decisions and their fates so completely that there is no longer 
a seam to prise apart — no separate account to raid, no separate ambition to be played 
against the other, no gap between them for anything to get into. A house arranged that 
way cannot be picked off one at a time, and almost everything that destroys a marriage 
works by picking people off one at a time.

This is why the Covenant is written down, why it is total rather than partial, and why the 
arrangement  extends  into  money  and  bearing  and  the  public  theatre  rather  than 



confining itself to a bedroom. The wall has to go all the way round. A perimeter with a  
gap in it is not a perimeter; it is a decoration.

II. THE ENGINE OF LIFE

The second pillar is that a marriage is the environment in which new life is made and 
raised, and that no other arrangement yet devised does the job.

This is not a sentimental point and it is not principally about children as a private 
pleasure. The companion essay to this library, on South Korea, sets out what happens to 
a society when this pillar goes: a fertility rate near seven-tenths of a child per woman, the 
lowest ever recorded in peacetime, in a country whose young men and women have been 
taught to identify each other as the obstacle. That essay argues that both sides are aimed 
at the wrong enemy — that the true causes are structural, in how the country arranged 
its economy, its housing, its hours and its debt, and that a generation was placed under 
conditions that make family life nearly impossible and then invited to blame one another 
for the result.

But whatever the cause, the effect runs through the same point of failure. When the 
sanctuary goes, the engine goes with it, and a nation that cannot make and raise the next 
generation is not in decline. It is ending, politely, over about a century, while arguing 
about something else.

A child needs an environment that is secure, warm and stable for the better part of two 
decades — and the covenant sanctuary is the only structure human beings have found 
that reliably supplies all three at once. Not because other arrangements are wicked, but 
because raising a person well is enormously expensive in time, attention and steadiness, 
and the arrangements that produce it are the ones that bind two adults to each other 
tightly enough to survive the cost.

Which is why The House With Children is one of the strictest pages in this library, and 
why children override every other page in it. The engine is the point. Everything else is  
the housing around it.

III. DISCIPLINE AS THE ANCHOR

The third pillar is the one almost everybody wants to skip, and skipping it is why the first 
two fail.

Most people want the sanctuary. They want the sense of being one thing with another 
person, the security, the perimeter, the family inside it. What they will not do is the daily, 
unglamorous, slightly tedious work that keeps any of it standing — because that work is 
invisible, it never feels urgent, and there is always something louder demanding the 
same hour.



So the wall does not fall down. It erodes. Nobody betrays anybody; two people simply 
stop paying attention, in increments too small to name, and one of them looks up at forty-
eight and finds they are sharing a house with a stranger they are perfectly polite to. That 
is  how  the  overwhelming  majority  of  marriages  actually  end,  and  it  is  entirely 
preventable,  and  it  is  prevented  by  exactly  one  thing:  a  structure  that  makes  the 
attention non-optional.

That is what the discipline in this library is for. Not punishment — the pages say so 
repeatedly — but an anchor: a fixed point, returned to every evening, that will not let 
either of them drift far enough to lose sight of the other. The ledger is read whether or 
not anyone feels like reading it. The standard is kept on the ordinary Tuesday, which is 
the only day that has ever mattered. And because it is carried in the body rather than 
merely agreed in the mind, it cannot be quietly forgotten the way a good intention can.

Discipline is the daily physical reminder of the vow. Take it out and the sanctuary decays, 
the one flesh separates back into two people with separate lives, and the engine stops. 
The other two pillars are what a marriage is. This one is why it is still there in thirty 
years.

THE THREE TOGETHER

They are not a list. They hold each other up.

The  sanctuary  makes  the  engine  possible  — no  one  raises  children  well  inside  a 
perimeter with gaps in it. The engine is what the sanctuary is ultimately for, in the plain 
sense  that  a  household  producing  nothing  beyond  its  own  comfort  is  a  pleasant 
arrangement rather than an institution. And the anchor is what keeps the other two from 
eroding, because both of them are made of attention, and attention is the one thing that 
decays without maintenance.

Remove the anchor and you have a good intention that will not survive a decade. Remove 
the engine and you have a comfortable pair with no future in the room. Remove the 
sanctuary and there is nothing to anchor and nowhere for a child to grow. Every failure 
this library describes, from the slow drift to the outright breach, is one of those three 
going first and the other two following.

So that is the answer to what all of this is for. Not obedience, which is a mechanism. Not 
the instruments,  which are furniture.  Two people  made into  one thing,  capable  of 
producing and raising life, held there by something that will not let them drift — for as 
long as they both shall live.

A wall around them. A future in front of them. And something in the room that will not  
let them stop paying attention.

A guide only. For consenting adults, 18 and over. Nothing on this page overrides the Schedule of Limits,  
the halt word, or the Floor.


