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The dress. The flowers. The menu. There’s usually a million
things to accomplish between “Will you marry me?” and 

“I do.” But for couples preparing to be married, we hope to 
help not only in preparing for the details of the big day, but 
also in supporting couples as they plan for a marriage that will 
last a lifetime.

“When I first h  eard w  e h  ad t  o g  o t  hrough t  he s 
ponsor couple program, I was thinking of it from a task-
oriented perspective,” says Emily, who married her 
husband, John, at St. Rita’s. “But we came out of each 
session feeling positive and excited to talk further about 
the things that we had introduced in the session.”

“Most of the couples that we have sponsored have always 
said they were at first unsure as to why, in order to get married 
in the Church, would they have to participate in this 
ministry,” says Mary Ann, who, along with her husband 
Steve, has served as a sponsor couple for the past 
fourteen years. “Many of them are stressed from 
work, planning their wedding, etc.  But by the time we 
reach our final session, 99 percent said they were so glad to 
have had the experience.”

As part of the marriage preparation requirements at St. 
Rita’s, couples must take the FOCCUS profile, assessing their 
relationship and communication in several areas, including 
family of origin, communication, intimacy, and marriage as a 
sacrament. Following this assessment, the engaged couple is 
paired with a sponsor couple, with whom they meet on four 
different occasions, in the sponsor couple’s home, to discuss 
their results and their strengths, as well as areas that may 
indicate a need for further conversation. 
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Tom and Denise Stilz facilitate the training of 
new sponsor couples. They were married at St. Rita’s  29 
years ago, and went through the sponsor couple 
program themselves. They have served as a sponsor 
couple for the past 24 years. 

“You’re trying to stir a conversation with the 
engaged couples in areas that may be a challenge or 
concern,” says Tom of the primary role of sponsor couples. 
“They’re not teaching sessions, as much as they’re 
to facilitate the engaged couple to communicate.”

“The sessions engage couples to speak about issues 
they will undoubtedly face when married,” adds 
Steve Niles. “The setting is confidential and relaxed.  

“It helps to have a reference of what a good Catholic marriage looks like. In a holy 
marriage, how do they treat each other and make decisions? Some are lucky enough to 
have that, in parents or someone else. But you might not, and your sponsor couple might 

be the only good reference you have when you’re starting down that road.” – John 



We aren’t therapists.  All we can 
share is how our faith has 
ministered to us and what has 
worked for us.”

This program is an opportunity 
for engaged couples to be mentored, 
one-on-one, by a more experienced 
couple. For many, being able 
to see Catholic marriage 
modeled is invaluable as they 
prepare to enter into the sacrament. 

“It helps to have a reference of 
what a good Catholic marriage looks 
like,” says John. “In a holy marriage, 
how do they treat each other 
and make decisions? Some are lucky 
enough to have that, in parents or 
someone else. But you might not, 
and your sponsor couple might be 
the only good reference you have 
when you’re starting down that 
road.”

For many of the couples that go 
through the program, learning to 
communicate effectively is one of the 
most valuable takeaways. 

“It gave us tools for 
communicating about bigger 
problems that might come up 
during marriage,” says Denise Stilz. 
“Oftentimes, when you’re 
engaged, you don’t see the 
potential for problems because 
everything’s kind of rosy. We took 
those skills into our marriage, so 
when more serious things did 
come up in the course of our 
marriage, we had those tools.

“A lot of these topics don’t 
come up in normal conversation, 
and you’re forced to deal with them 
in the program,” she continues. “It 
makes for a stronger relationship.”

And as Emily notes, 

resolution were interwoven into all of 
the discussed topics.

“Hearing how they handled 
different issues, that was really 
helpful,” Emily says.

Couples also benefit from the 
opportunity to discuss topics and 
areas of potential disagreement, 
which they may not have 
previously considered. 

“It provided a good platform 
for John and I to talk about things 
that don’t come up as naturally 
in conversation in the middle of 
wedding planning,” Emily says with 
a smile. 

For John and Emily, having a 
sponsor couple was one of the most 
valuable parts of their marriage 
preparation, as it was tailored to 
focus specifically on their unique 
relationship and issues particularly 
significant to them, as a couple. 

“Because they had the result 
from the FOCCUS profile, we were 
able to find relevant topics specific to 
our relationship, and focus on 
those,” John says.

LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW TO GET 
INVOLVED!  SCAN HERE:

“I think the one-on-one 
environment allows you and your 
spouse to be more vulnerable, and 
our couple was really welcoming and I 
felt like we could both be pretty open,” 
Emily adds. 

They also appreciated being 
able to hear from the real-life 
experience of another couple. 

“The biggest thing was 
having them share their personal 
experiences,” John says. “It was 
really helpful to hear someone 
giving a personal account of 
situations that they were able to 
handle because of the way they 
viewed their marriage and the 
attitude they went into it with.”

Those who serve as sponsor 
couples also find it to be a blessing to 
their own relationship, helping them 
grow closer together as they journey 
alongside another couple. 

“It’s a refresher in keeping our 
marriage strong,” Denise says. 

“We love serving in this ministry 
because we realized that we benefit 
just as much, in our own married 
life, when serving the couples we 
sponsor,” Mary Ann adds. “If you 
have the time to give, think of 
helping newly engaged couples 
that are discerning marriage. It will 
enrich your own marriage, as well.”
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