DIOCESAN PASTORAL PLAN  ON MARRIAGE

The number of marriages in Catholic churches in East Anglia has declined considerably in recent decades.  Many people are already questioning the future of the institution of marriage. And yet being married remains the main way most Catholics live out their Confirmation calling to give public witness to the Good News of Jesus Christ.   

Our diocesan approach to the support of marriage and family life needs to take full account of the fact that few marriages nowadays are between two practising Catholics. Great sensitivity and welcome must be shown to the spouse and parent who is not a Catholic. We can sometimes be too demanding of such situations, and it can be very difficult for some Catholics to live in full the Church’s vision of marriage and family. It can be particularly difficult for the Catholic parent to share their faith with their children, and hand on to them the Good News of Jesus Christ. And yet we also need to acknowledge warmly those non-Catholic husbands and wives who give such generous support to their Catholic spouses in the upbringing of their children in the Catholic faith.  Many come to Mass with their families on Sundays, and become key members of the parish family. They are warmly welcome, and a blessing to our Catholic communities.

As Christ’s Church, we need to support married couples and families, during good times and bad.  We must be a caring family for the widowed, separated and divorced, for single parents, and for single people in general.  But we must also present Christian marriage as a great gift of God’s joyful love to our world, as well as giving special care to preparing couples for marriage.

(1) Priests are asked to use every suitable opportunity to preach the positive and joyful meaning of Christian marriage.

(2) Care and time needs to be given to long-term preparation for married life in general and the sacrament of marriage in particular.  Our Catholics schools have a vital part to play in this process.  There should be more preaching and teaching about the distinctive Christian understanding of marriage in our parishes.  Full use should be made of opportunities for such teaching, for example during Confirmation preparation programmes, youth retreats and missions, etc.  A positive appreciation of and desire for marriage can only be brought about through developing a general culture of vocation among our young people.

(3) Care also needs to be given to immediate preparation for marriage.  Such preparation includes the necessary paper-work and organising the wedding ceremony, but the heart of all preparation should be a positive presentation of the meaning of the sacrament of marriage within the setting of the couple’s relationship with God, their vocation from him, and their involvement in the community of the Church.  In addition, short courses for couples preparing for marriage are provided by Marriage Care from their various centres across the diocese.

(4) The Diocesan Commission for Marriage and Family Life will explore and provide information on other forms of support for couples preparing for marriage and living their marriage (e.g. Engaged Encounter, Marriage Encounter, Teams of Our Lady).

(5) The diocese will seek to give more support to Marriage Care, whose professionally-trained marriage counsellors offer counselling for those with marital and relationship difficulties.  Most of their centres provide information on fertility awareness and instruction on natural methods of family planning.   

(6) More education needs to be given on the principles and methods of Natural Family Planning. There are contact addresses in the Diocesan Year Book.

(7) In a country where the birth rate is declining and the average age of the population increasing, the Catholic Church has a vital role to play in promoting the vocation to parenthood and the gift of children as a blessing from God for the future of humanity.
(8) Every celebration of marriage should be a community celebration.  The names of couples preparing for marriage should be included in the Intercessions at Mass, and the dates and times of weddings announced in the parish newsletter.  Couples could be encouraged to celebrate their engagement with a prayer and blessing in church.

(9) When one of the couple is a committed member of another Christian community, a priest or minister of that community may be invited to take some part in the rite of marriage, while leaving the Catholic priest or deacon to perform the central elements of the rite (cf. Directory on Ecumenism, no 158).
(10) The follow-up to the celebration of marriage is particularly important.  If a couple are to move elsewhere after marriage, their details should be forwarded to the local parish priest.  The church community needs to explore ways to support newly-married couples during their first few years of marriage and of parenthood.  The Diocesan Commission for Marriage and Family Life will continue the discussion of such topics begun at ‘Listening 2004’.

(11) Every parish should provide an annual opportunity for the renewal of marriage vows.  If this takes place at Sunday Mass, special sensitivity should be shown to those present who are separated, divorced, experiencing marriage difficulties, widowed or single.  

(12) An annual Jubilees Mass in each parish, cluster or deanery is also strongly recommended.  Such a celebration could take place on a Summer weekday evening, and be followed by simple refreshments. Those celebrating significant wedding anniversaries are invited to celebrate and renew their marriage commitment.  This could also be combined with others celebrating special jubilees (e.g. ordination, religious life).
(13) Special care and welcome needs to be given to people who are separated and divorced, or experiencing marriage difficulties.  Some parishes establish supports for such people. The Association of Separated and Divorced Catholics has various representatives across the diocese (see the Diocesan Year Book).  
(14) The whole community life of the parish, with its liturgy and social life, should be supportive of marriage and family life precisely by seeking to be as inclusive as possible, as well as providing special groups and events for different age-groups (e.g. young wives, mothers and toddlers, etc).  A parish baby-sitting circle may be much appreciated.
(15) Many of these issues will be taken up by a restored Diocesan Commission for Marriage and Family Life resulting from the ‘Listening 2004’ process in our diocese. 
DIOCESAN MARRIAGE TRIBUNAL

It is sometimes possible for people to move on from their current situation of irregular relationships (e.g. being divorced and re-married) and so take a full part in the life of the Church. The Diocesan Marriage Tribunal is our pastoral team of experienced and qualified canon lawyers who handle the investigation and judgement of marriage cases for nullity. The Tribunal can be contacted directly and confidentially at:

Diocesan Marriage Tribunal, 21 Upgate, Poringland, Norwich NR14 7SH

or by e-mail at:

tribunal@east-angliadiocese.org.uk
