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      When I was growing up in the 1950’s almost 80% of Catholics went to Mass each week. 
Today on Long Island, where half of our population (1.5 million) is baptized Catholic, less than 
twenty percent participate at Mass each weekend. 
      There are multiple reasons for the fall off. The Catholic subculture, formed since heavy 
immigration of Catholics began in the mid-1800’s, protected and nurtured the immigrant 
community arriving mostly from Europe from the Protestant majority. Catholic national parishes 
in major cities provided a powerful sense of belonging, neighborhoods centered around Church 
and school, where the old world could be re-created with local clergy and religious as the 
educated leaders both spiritually and politically. The mostly uneducated and sometimes illiterate 
laity relied heavily on their priests and nuns for guidance and support. Catholic schools staffed 
by men and women religious maintained Catholic identity in a hostile environment. Fear of 
damnation also was a strong motivator in preserving the Catholic way of life.  
      The gradual disintegration of that subculture began after the Second World War. Soldiers 
took advantage of the G.I. Bill that provided funds for the college education of veterans. Catholic 
laity took prominent places in business and politics. Catholics were assimilated into the 
mainstream of American life. Today, in church attendance, divorce, presence on the boards of 
major corporations, opinions on moral issues, and so much more, Catholics can hardly be 
distinguished from their Protestant neighbors. 
      It remains a central teaching in Catholicism that marriage is indissoluble. Marriage is a 
permanent lifetime commitment. “Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 
(Mark 10:9). It also is a fact of life that Catholic marriages fail. There are 66 million Catholics in 
the U.S., and more than six million are divorced Catholics. Some fifty percent of all marriages in 
the Catholic Church end in divorce. This is a personal tragedy for the couples and any children 
they may have. Many of these Catholics have their pain increased further by feeling cut off from 
the Church. Since many remarry without seeking an annulment of their failed marriage, they are 
officially barred from the strength of the sacraments. 
      Has a failed marriage become the only ‘unforgiveable sin’? Is this frightening statistic a big 
contributor to the falling off of church attendance? Is it likely that most of these marriages were 
lacking from their beginning the essentials needed for a Sacrament? 
      An annulment tries to offer compassion, healing, and true justice to Catholics whose 
marriage was one of appearance only. Before the Second Vatican Council, a marriage could be 
declared invalid for three reasons only. It was never consummated. One of the spouses never 
intended to have children. And third, there was coercion or force involved (e.g. pregnancy). The 
Council document spoke beautifully of the marital sacrament and emphasized its unitive as well 
as procreative dimensions. Marriage was a lifetime partnership of equals in the sight of God who 
loved each other; and had the psychological maturity to live out that covenant commitment.  
Marriage is an interpersonal communion between a man and woman that is physical, emotional, 
intellectual, and spiritual. It mirrors the self-emptying love of Christ who came not to be served, 
but to serve. 
      When the bride and groom exchanged vows did they each have the personal capacity to live 
out that ‘yes’ to each other in a mutually supportive communion of life  until death parted them? 
 
      The Council generated a fourth reason for the granting of annulments – psychological 
factors. Now serious neuroses and psychoses like poor self esteem, narcissism, impulsiveness, 



hostility, inadequacy, addiction, homosexuality, personality disorders, and other pathology are 
grounds for the annulment of a marriage. Grace builds on nature.   
      An annulment is meant to offer healing and further psychological insight and spiritual 
growth. It offers justice to marriages that have failed and new beginnings for couples who feel 
cut off from the church. 
      To apply for an annulment you can contact the diocese directly at 516-678-5800. There is no 
longer a fee. You will need to complete necessary paperwork on your family and marriage 
history, ask three friends or family members to write on your behalf and meet with a therapist on 
staff. An advocate will be assigned to your case to assist you, usually a specially trained priest, 
religious or lay person from your parish or nearby. On average, if there are grounds and the 
paperwork is completed quickly, an annulment will be granted in a year or so. 
      Remember, we are a Church of second chances. There are no unforgiveable sins and no 
second class Catholics.                                     Peace, Father Bruce 


