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Couples must prepare before sacrament of matrimony 
By Edgar V. Barmanrt 
NC News Service 

When my future bride and I made an 
appointment and visited a priest to tell 
him of our marriage plans, we expected 
to receive instructions on married life. 

Instead, the priest took us on an ex
tended tour of his new rectory. 

Before we left, almost as an after-
. thought, he asked us if we understood 

what married life was all about. When 
we assured him we did (even though in 
retrospect we know now that we didn't), 
the date was set for our wedding. 

That was 1953, and by a combination 
of God's grace, good fortune, 
perseverance, love and commitment, 
our marriage has been for keeps. 

We were not unlike many couples 
who married in that era In those days, 
two of three marriages in the United 
States wfere the lasting kind, and 
Catholics had a considerably better 
track record for stable marriages than 
did the general population. The possibli-
ty of divorce never occurre^ to most of 
us; it was never considered ds an option. 

But times have changed The prob
ability of divorce for couplers marrying 
in the 1980s is nearly one in two. In the 
United States there are jalmost 1.2 
million divorces a year. Getting married 
is almost like investing in the stock 
market: It Is a big risk. 

As a rest It, U.S. bishops have placed 
renewed eihphasis on pre-marital in
struction programs . The theory, which 
statistics bear out, is that the more 
preparation, the less chance of a mar 
riage break-up. 

In consequence, there isn't a die- e.1 

which doesn't offer a marriage prepara

tion program. And enrollment in a pro
gram is a pre-requisite to every couple's 
trip down the aisle. 

Thus, as soon as a couple becomes 
Engaged, it's important for them to 
make an appointment with the priest in 
the parish where they expect to be mar
ried. Most dioceses require a notice of 
?t least six months before the wedding 
date and some insist that the prepara
tions be completed three months before 
the wedding. Church approval for the 
marriage should be a certainty before 
the first wedding invitation is mailed. 

One of the priest's first tasks is to 
determine if the couple is free to marry. 
An existing marriage bond, blood rela
tionship (including first cousins), im-
potency, lack of consent and serious 
mental illness are among possible 
impediments. 

Age is also a factor. While church law 
sets a minimum of 16 for men and 14 
for women, U.S. bishops have exercised 
the right to raise the age requirements. 
The minimum age, without special per
mission from a bishop, is 18 in most 
U.S. dioceses, and in some the age is 20 
or 21. , 

The reason for the age policy is clear 
from statistics which show that 81.3 
percent of marriages involving those 
between 16 and 18, and 58 percent of 
those between 19 and 21, experience 
marital breakdown. 

The priest also must evaluate the cou
ple's understanding of marriage as a 
sacrament and vocation and examine 
their attitudes on such concepts as per
manence, fidelity and openness to hav
ing children. At least one of the parties 
must seriously intend to practice the 
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Catholic faith. In mixed marriages, the 
Catholic party pledges, to make every ef
fort to raise their children in the church. 

Though the priest meets with the cou
ple and addresses many of these major 
concerns privately, he ordinarily relies 
on the expertise of married couples, 
physicians and sometimes psychol
ogists and counselors to assist in the 
presentation of a comprehensive pre
marital preparation program. 

Offerings include diocesan-wide con
ferences, usually consisting of a series 
of three or four instruction sessions, 
Engaged Encounters which are inten
sive weekends of dialog, Pre-Cana pro
grams of one or more sessions con
ducted by parish teams, and Sponsor 
Couples or Couples Ministry, in which 
an engaged couple meets three or four 
times with a married couple, often in a 
home setting. 

In addition, many dioceses have 
begun to offer Cana II, a relatively new 
program designed for previously mar
ried engaged couples who are in a 
positon to remarry in the church due to 
annulment or widowhood. 

Without exception, these programs 
focus on 10 areas: religion and life, mar
riage readiness, interpersonal com
munication, personal development and 
maturity, role adjustment, children and 
parenthood, sexuality and conjugal 
morality, extended family and in-laws, 
interests and activities and financial 
questions. 

To tackle practical issues, many 
dioceses administer series of written 
questions to the prospective bride and 
groom to answer independently. "Yes" 
or "no" answers are invited to such 
statements as: "I am getting married 
because I want to." "We agree to teach 

Catholic values to our children." "I'm 
afraid that my spouse and I may not 
agree on the way1 we should have a good 
sex life. " 

Inventory results form the basis of a 
dialog. The couple discusses the 
statements to which they have given 
opposite answers, as well as answers 
they have given which are outside the 
norms established by thousands of 
others who have completed the same 
evaluation. 

Discussions give them the opportuni
ty to clarify their responses, work out 
disagreements, or at least realize that 
they must live with each other's 
divergent views. In some cases, the 
questionnaire forces the couple to bring 
up important subjects like religion 
which they have avoided talking about 
for fear they will have a serious 
disagreement. 

Opposing views on inventory ques
tions have sometimes spawned heated 
arguments and postponement or 
cancellation of marriages. 

While the prospective bride, and 
groom may be annoyed at what they 
consider "red tape," they can be assured 
that the extensive marriage preparation 
doesn't stem from their pastor's whim 
or from a diocesan committee in search 
of a project. 

Statements in recent years by Pope 
John Paul II, by a synod of the world's 
bishops, and by Vatican commissions 
on education and on marriage and fami
ly life have all stressed the necessity for 
pre-marital instruction. 

As a result, the couple who decides to 
skip class is in for a shock. Most likely 
they will be told: "No preparation, no 
marriage. 
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