
Sermon on Marriage Annulments 
(Sermon Tour 2019-2021, Diocese of Bismarck) 

 

 

My name is Fr. Chris Kadrmas and I am the Judicial Vicar for the Diocese of Bismarck and its 

Director of the Office of Canonical Services.  I’m also currently a priest in residence at St. Anne’s 

in Bismarck. 

 

For almost a year now I have been conducting a “Sermon Tour” around the diocese on the topic 

of marriage annulments.  I have visited 13 parishes thus far, and this weekend your pastor, Fr. 

Lucht, has arranged for me to be here.  It is my privilege to be with you. 

 

I have been the Judicial Vicar for a combined 14 years, first under Bishop Zipfel and now under 

Bishop Kagan.  I finally have the time and space to conduct this “Sermon Tour” after 14 years! 

 

With the Tour I’m hoping to better inform the public about annulments.  Too often the public has 

ideas about annulments that are inaccurate, and even sensational. 

 

A few preliminaries.  I cannot cover everything.  I will have three key points that all flow one after 

another, and in my experience, are most important for the public to understand.  I will also say a 

few things that may be challenging to hear.  I will be respectful and sensitive, but the topic does 

require an honest and clear presentation. 

 

My first key point:  annulments are handled by a Court of Law in the Church.  It is very similar to 

the civil or secular law court system everywhere in the United States, such as Emmons County 

Court, the District Courts, the State Supreme Court and the like.  Because you and I are members 

of the Latin Rite or Roman Rite in the Catholic Church, we borrow our terminology from the days 

of the Roman Empire, for better or for worse, and so these Courts of Law in the Church are called 

Tribunals. 

 

Each Catholic bishop must have a Court of Law system set up and operational.  While the Bishop 

is the first judge of his diocese, by default all cases are handled by me the Judicial Vicar.  The vast 

majority of our cases deal with marriage validity.   

 

Church law courts and civil law courts are very similar.  The Church system and the civil system 

are similar in that we both have judges, auditors, notaries.  We are similar in that we both have 

procedural law to follow.  Neither court system can wing cases or make up the law as it goes along.  

We both have authority in the name of the larger community, the civil courts for civil matters and 

the Tribunal for Church matters.  However, both systems are dissimilar in ways too.  I often say 

that Church Tribunals are a softer, kinder version of the civil court system.  For example we do 

not have a court room like you see on TV.  We simply have office space.  We are also much less 

adversarial than what is seen in the civil courts.  We don’t pit parties against one another. 

 

So, my first point:  annulments are handled by Courts of Law in the Church, and these are called 

Tribunals.  The second key point flows from the first:  court cases are based upon evidence.  

Marriage annulments are based upon evidence, as well.  They are not based upon money offered 

or personal merit of either party. 

 



Think about a secular court:  cases are proven by evidence, not which side can offer the judge the 

most money.  Cases are proven by evidence, not which side has the better public image or personal 

merit in the community.  If you have the required evidence, that matches what the law calls for, 

you prove your case.   

 

This is the same with annulments in a Tribunal. Evidence proves cases.  Evidence proves 

annulments.  Annulments are based upon evidence, not how much money is offered or how much 

personal merit one has.  The Urban Legend that annulments are about making money for the 

Church is not nor ever has been true.  Are our civil courts, for example, a giant conspiracy by the 

government to make money from the public?  Hardly!    Our Bismarck Tribunal did ask for a one-

time fee to offset costs for many years.  Our best year pulled in $20K, while our expenses were 

$200K.  That is a 10 to 1 ratio of loss in our best year!  But based upon Pope Francis’ 

encouragement, Tribunals are tamping down their fee structures to zero.  We have already 

successfully done this here in Bismarck:  we no longer ask for any fees for any local work.  Bishop 

Kagan finances his own Tribunal 100% through your generosity to the Annual God’s Share 

Appeal.  Thank you for your support by the way. 

 

Annulments are also not based upon personal merit of either party.  Just as civil courts are to be 

blind to the persons behind each case (remember statues of Lady Justice that portray her holding 

up a scale while blindfolded so she is not persuaded to rule in favor of the better looking, the more 

popular, etc, rather only the merits of the case before her), so must Tribunals.  Justice is meant to 

be blind, so that it is objective and fair.  It is the same with Tribunals:  evidence is what proves the 

annulment not personal finances nor personal merit. 

 

Are all annulments proven?  Does every case have the evidence of nullity?  No!  In the year 2018 

we had 13 cases we could not prove no matter how much the Tribunal explored.  We could find 

nothing seriously wrong from the beginning.  In these situations the Church defended these real 

and valid bonds, by not issuing a declaration of invalidity.   

 

What does the Church do in these situations?  I offer a face-to-face meeting with the concerned 

petitioner and offer a full explanation with access to all documents and evidence.  Most painful for 

them to hear is the fact that they are not free to “marry” again, as they are still in an indissoluble 

marriage bond, which ends only in the death of one of the parties.   I give them a human face to 

shout at, and shoulder to cry on.  But notice we defend the bond of marriage, when it is indeed 

valid.  We can’t make up evidence, not can we pretend that its there when it is not.  The integrity 

of the Church and our Tribunal is at stake.  We are called to be faithful to something and someone, 

as well. 

 

So, my key points thus far:  1. marriage annulments are handled by a court of law within the 

Church.    2. Annulments are proven on evidence, not money or merit. 

 

Third key point:  What then is this evidence?  What evidence proves the marriage invalid?  The 

evidence must indicate that something was wrong in the relationship from its beginning.  Often 

people think that annulments deal with how the marriage fell apart at the end, most particularly by 

unfaithfulness or in the words of the street, “cheating”.  Tribunals study the beginning of the 

marriage, specifically the time of consent, which is the legal and canonical act which makes or 

begins the marriage.  If there is evidence of something wrong from the beginning, and it meets 

what the Church’s law calls for, and the evidence rises to the level of what’s called moral certitude 

for the judges, the judges must declare for nullity.  Note that the Tribunal does not have the power 



to go back and make a valid marriage invalid.  We have no power to do so.  Rather the Tribunal 

discovers what the evidence proves, that the marriage did not come into being as presumed.  

Rather, that it was in fact invalid all along.  For this reason, Tribunals around the world are trying 

to change the terminology we use:  instead of “annulments” it is more accurate to say “declarations 

of nullity” or “declarations of invalidity”.  We don’t grant annulments by our largesse or power, 

rather we declare what we find. 

 

So, my three points that flow one to the other:  1. Declarations of Invalidity of Marriage are handled 

by courts of law in the Church, called Tribunals.  2. Invalidity is proven by evidence, not money 

offered or personal merit.  3. This evidence must tie to the beginning of the relationship or 

marriage, not the end, and it must show something seriously wrong in the relationship from its 

beginning. 

 

One aside:  why all this fuss?  Why does the Church make a big deal of divorce and remarriage?  

Two reasons.  First, a huge lesson for humanity in the Old Testament is that the world goes by way 

of the family, by the way of marriage.  The Israelites had to learn the hard way that marriage was 

like a barometer for how well the nation was doing in its relationship with God.  When marriage 

was being conscientiously lived, the nation enjoyed a robust relationship with God, including 

God’s protection and favor.  When marriage was in shambles in Israelite culture, God was very 

far from that nation, and they felt it.  The late St. John Paul the II often stated this truth by saying 

that the world goes by way of the family.  As such the Church takes very seriously trying to 

promote and protect in every way the traditional nuclear family that God made from the very 

beginning, revealed to us in the Book of Genesis, with the accompanying call to be faithful. 

 

Second reason for all this fuss, is that when asked the specific question of whether divorce and 

remarriage is allowed in the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 19, Jesus states that if one divorces and 

remarries another that those persons commit adultery.  And the problem is is that it is not one act 

of adultery but an on-going state of adultery.  The Church acts as a faithful guardian of this 

teaching, whenever it defends a valid marriage bond. 

 

There is so much more to say.  I’m sure you have questions.  But time does not allow.  I sincerely 

believe that you now have a better understanding of what annulments are and what they are not.  I 

believe it will also help along a public conversation on these important topics. 

 

In closing . . . pamphlets are available at each entrance.  They are complementary of course.  You 

are also welcome to go to the website of the diocese, which has much more information than I can 

offer in a sermon.  Finally, I encourage persons interested to come forward to at least ask questions 

and to even start a case.  All enquiries are confidential and have no obligation. 

 

Let us be faithful, as God is faithful. 


