
Successful Marriages 
 
      "And the two shall become as one." Recently, my niece Becca, 28 years old, phoned 
to tell me some wonderful news. After dating for about five years, she and her boyfriend 
Matt had decided to marry. In addition, they wanted to be married in the Catholic Church. 
And they wanted Uncle Bruce to officiate! Even though Matt had been baptized as an 
infant, he had had no instruction in the faith or religious affiliation.  The decision to 
marry had been preceded by four months of weekly sessions with a psychotherapist. Matt 
and Becca had sought professional help to make sure that the issues they would have to 
face in married life would be discussed and worked through as much as possible before 
they married. At their parish in Houston Texas, they will participate in pre-Cana and take 
a compatibility test (FOCCUS). The church will offer them as much support as possible 
so that there are few harmful surprises as their marriage matures. 
       Marriages in the 21st century are challenged on many levels. Fidelity and lifetime 
commitment are threatened by movies and TV programs that showcase infidelity and an 
easy way out approach to marital conflict. Broken promises and broken marriages litter 
the American landscape. The children of these marriages are traumatized and caught 
often in the crossfire between fighting parents. Nearly half of marriages end in divorce. 
Our Holy Father Pope Francis began a Synod on the Family that convened for its first 
session last fall 2014. He asked for open and honest communication, like in a good 
marriage, with no holding back by the 270 bishops and laity that attended. This week the 
Synod on the Family is once again in session with a focus on marriage and family life, 
divorce and remarriage, the children of failed marriages and of healthy ones, and pastoral 
approaches to Catholics who cannot live up to the ideals of the Christian life. 
      A recent survey by the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA), 
sponsored by our US bishops, revealed that married couples found the following values 
as most important in their marriage. 
      1 - Honesty, commitment, respect, and fidelity-loyalty, were given the highest 
priority. These values were followed by other core values such as -  
      2 - Working through problems, patience, compromise, forgiveness, acceptance, 
being friends, humor, and spending time together. 
      Marriages run into difficulties and couples need to seek help because of challenges 
surrounding –  
       3 - Finances, finding quality time together, and learning how to listen and deal 
with differences of opinion. 
      Unfortunately, unlike my niece and her fiancé who sought professional assistance 
during the time of their dating and before they announced their engagement, the study 
revealed that two thirds of the married couples would only be "a little likely" to seek 
help in their marriages, and with their marital difficulties. Instead of seeking professional 
assistance from a trained therapist offering objective analysis and support, when couples 
do seek help they do so primarily from nonprofessionals . They seek out family 
members, prayer to God, and friends.  
       Only 41% would turn to a marital counselor when referred to one. 33% would seek 
help from a priest or the pastor of their parish. (Most priests I know will refer those 
seeking marriage counseling to a professional marriage counselor). 



      Catholics whose marriages failed stated that the following issues would have helped 
them ‘at least somewhat’ to avoid or better deal with their marital troubles. These 
themes were:  
            More effective communication, learning how to balance family and career, 
and developing a deeper relationship with God in their personal life and their 
marriage. 
      US Catholics are most likely to believe that divorce is acceptable when there is 
physical abuse and/or emotional abuse (92 to 96%). 85% would find divorce acceptable 
for infidelity. The Synod currently meeting and the development of the pastoral approach 
to divorced Catholics, will need to take many factors into account for the failure of a 
marriage.   
“Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not 
rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over 
injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.” (1 Corinthians 
12-13)  
      St. Paul’s words offer us an ideal of love. Even with prayer, God’s grace and 
professional help, that ideal remains out of reach for very many. Will we treat them with 
mercy and compassion? Will we treat them with the same mercy and compassion that we 
would like God to show us on judgment day? 
       
Peace, Father Bruce 
       
 
 


