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One great challenge facing the Catholic Church today is convincing people outside the Church of 

the truth and beauty of her teaching about marriage.  There is a related challenge that is almost as 

great, namely, convincing people inside the Church of the truth and beauty of her teaching about 

marriage.  Seriously, some of the most stressful instances in parochial ministry involve working 

w/ couples who want to get married in the Church but who are effectively not of the Church, that 

is, who have no interest in what the Church teaches about marriage.  The difficulty arises 

because of the widespread notion that the Catholic tradition on marriage and sexuality is 

obsolete; her prescriptions and prohibitions stifle the joy of human love.  For example, the 

teaching that relations outside of a marriage between a man and a woman are immoral is seen as 

a senseless restriction imposed on the free expression of affection between any consenting 

parties.  The teaching that the use of artificial methods of birth control is immoral is thought to 

demand either suffocating repression of one's deepest longings or having more children than can 

be reasonably provided for.  The teaching that marriage is a lifelong covenant that cannot be 

dissolved at the will of either partner is said to trap people in loveless, unfulfilling unions.   Since 

these doctrines are commonly viewed as outdated and unreasonable, one finds much resistance to 

marriage preparation on the part of young couples.  And so the priest who insists that couples 

undergo preparation prior to marriage may find himself the target of much resentment from the 

couple as well as their family and friends.  The statistics indicate that many couples are voting w/ 

their feet:  over the past 30 years or so, the number of marriages contracted in the Church in the 

USA has fallen by more than 20%, even though the number of Catholics has steadily increased.   

 

So our critics say we just need to get in step w/ the times, toss out these antiquated strictures on 

sexual ethics, and then the Church will be back on the road to relevance . . . our critics do not 

advert to the fact that other Christian communities have indeed "updated" their teachings but are 

no less irrelevant than we are.  In fact, a careful examination of the signs of the times suggests 

the reality is more complicated than the popular pundits would like to believe.  Over the past 

several decades, more or less starting w/ the invention of the birth control pill back in the mid 

20th century and its widespread adoption by couples, there has been a dramatic decline in the 

institution of marriage.  Companionate marriages where children are absolutely excluded are not 

unusual.  Close to half of all marriages end in divorce.  Relations outside of wedlock and 

cohabitation are common.  The very definition of marriage has been called into question w/ the 

attempts to redefine it to include homosexual unions; other redefinitions are likely to come in the 

near future.  It's all rather ironic.  The rejection of Church teachings on sexuality, esp. the 

teaching on the immorality of artificial methods of birth control, was propounded by some for 

the sake of marital happiness; more specifically, it was claimed that birth control could actually 

strengthen marriages by alleviating the burden of unwanted pregnancies while facilitating marital 

intimacy.  Granted, there are many factors contributing to marital breakdown, but it must be 



admitted that the spread of artificial contraceptives has coincided w/ a marked decline in the 

institution of marriage itself.   

 

Today's gospel helps us understand the vital relationship between the Church, marriage, and 

Jesus Christ.  The reality is that Jesus through the ministry of his Church brings joy to married 

life.  The wedding at Cana is in trouble until Jesus works his first miracle, changing the water 

into wine.  Jesus saves the marriage, or at least saves the joy of marriage.  If marriage is going to 

be saved in our culture, married couples have to invite Jesus back to the feast.  And this is why 

our Church has couples prepare for several months prior to the wedding.  We're trying to expel 

secular culture's bad ideas about marriage and sexuality and replace them w/ the good and true 

ideas that the gospel offers.  But for our efforts at the official level to be effective, parents have 

to be practicing and reinforcing the lessons the Church is teaching their children.  Getting Jesus 

into marriage is also why Catholics are supposed to get married in Church, rather than at the 

courthouse or the city park.  Marriage requires Jesus in order to be holy and good thing.  When 

the couple contracts marriage in the church, this reinforces the idea.  When we try to live by the 

teachings of the Church on marriage and sexuality, what we're doing is opening the doors to 

Christ and letting him enter the party; we're asking the Lord to transform the union and make it a 

holy, joyful place, to change the water into wine as he did for the couple in Cana long ago.  My 

hope and my prayer is that during this Year of Faith, couples will start looking at their marriages 

in the light of what the Faith teaches.  My hope and my prayer is that married and engaged 

couples will give the Church's teachings a new look, open their hearts to the wisdom of the 

gospel, and invite Christ back into their hearts and homes.   

 

 

 

 


