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Seven Things Catholics Should Know
About Divorce

In today’s Gospel, Mary and Martha are grieving the
loss of their brother Lazarus. The loss of a spouse
through divorce is something millions of Catholics go
through every year. The following article appeared in
the March 2011 issue of St. Anthony Messenger. It was
written by a divorced Catholic, Susan Rowland.

The institution of marriage is in trouble today. The
divorce rate is anywhere from 50 percent for first
marriages to 80 percent for subsequent marriages.
Perhaps, as a result, more and more couples are
choosing to live together without bothering to get
married.

The Catholic Church’s response has been to get
proactive about better preparing engaged couples
before they marry. The United States Conference of
Catholic  Bishops’ (USCCB) National Pastoral
Initiative for Marriage (ForYourMarriage.org) has made
strengthening Catholic marriages a top priority.

My own Diocese of Phoenix and other dioceses
around the country are revisiting their marriage
requirements, lengthening preparation periods and
examining couples closely, looking for trouble spots in
their relationships and families of origin—indications
that they may not be ready for the vocation of marriage
just yet.

As a divorced Catholic, I am happy to hear about the
Church’s new vigilance. But what is the Church doing
for us? Annulling past marriages and saying, in effect,
“We hope you do better next time,” is hardly adequate.
Many parishes offer post-divorce workshops designed
for the first months after a divorce. But the pain of
divorce goes on for many years.

The Church—the institution as well as the
individuals—needs to minister to the millions of
divorced Catholics by both changing ingrained attitudes
and reaching out in love. Yes, the Church is and should
be pro-marriage, but, like its Lord, it must also love and
support those whose marriages have failed. It’s a fine
line to walk, but it is necessary.

As the survivor of divorce after 30 years of marriage,
1 know there needs to be a healthier dialogue within the
Catholic Church between those who have never

divorced (including our clergy) and those who have.
Here are seven things you may not know about divorce:

1. Non-divorced Catholics often come across as
Jjudgmental of the divorced.

Perhaps they don’t mean to. But there is a definite,
although largely unconscious, attitude in the Church
that the divorced are less spiritual, less committed to
marriage and/or less forgiving than the long-term
married.

Non-divorced Catholics need to be careful of
assumptions, to discard any trace of judgment toward
the divorced. Since I have “been there, done that” when
it comes to being judgmental, I can address this issue
personally. It is too easy for those who have never
experienced the desperation and sorrow of a failed
marriage to believe that “they could have done
something to save it.”

Let me assure you, the divorced Catholics 1 know
(including myself) are spiritual, forgiving people who
are committed to family and to the institution of
marriage. And they did all they could to save their
marriages. It is time for all of us in the Church to stop
Jjudging the divorced.

2. Not every marriage was 'joined by God' even if it
took place in a church.

This may seem like a rationalization, but Jesus’
statement in Matthew 19:6 (“Therefore, what God has
Jjoined together, no human being must separate”) does
not apply to all marriages. Many of us, looking back,
realize that God was simply not a part of our decision
to marry. In my case, I never asked God, never gave God
the chance to stop my headlong (and headstrong)
determination to get married. And God was trying to get
my attention.

There were real problems. My intended was heading
to a war zome for a year, and friends and family
counseled me to wait. But I would not listen.

We have all attended enough weddings to recall what
the priest or deacon always asks a couple at the
beginning of the marriage ceremony: “Do you come
here freely and without reservation?” For most of us
divorced Catholics, the answer to that question, if we
had been truthful, was “no.” How can anyone claim that
a particular marriage was ‘‘joined by God” if that was
not the intention of the parties getting married?



3. The divorced do not have to justify themselves.
Even if a divorcing/divorced person is very close to you,
you do not know what really happened. Therefore, you
should refrain from making comments or asking prying
questions. Perhaps we divorced Catholics are overly
sensitive, but certain statements and inquiries are like
rubbing salt into a very sore wound.

I have been asked, “Did you try counseling or
Retrouvaille?” as though I would smack my head and
say, “Gee, why didn’t I think of that?”

Yes, I tried everything I could think of.

“Why can’t you just forgive him? " is another gem, to
which I answer that forgiveness is not the same as a
pardon. People have commented, “But you seemed like
such a happy couple.” That’s what we wanted you to
think; that’s what we wanted to believe.

The bottom line is this: Such questions and comments
just hurt, and they are unfair. If a divorcing/divorced
person does not want to confide in you, do not prod
him/her to tell you what happened. Just love that person.
And give him/her the benefit of the doubt that he/she
tried everything to make the marriage work.

There are a variety of reasons why marriages fail.
The “big three” most of us think of are adultery,
addiction and abuse, but the real reason behind most
failed marriages is simple indifference, often on the part
of one spouse. There is no way a husband or wife can
save a marriage single-handedly. When a marriage
fails, no amount of effort, enabling or denial will save
it.

1t is wrong to ask for details before you support your
divorced friend, family member or parishioner. People
should not have to justify their actions before they are
loved for who they are.

4. Divorce has changed my life for the better.

Many other divorced Catholics can say the same.
Divorce has released me spiritually, mentally and
emotionally to become the person God created me to be.
I have been able to move on to a life that is fuller,
happier and more creative.

The most important change is this: My relationship
with God is better today than it ever has been. When I
was freed from an impossible, dysfunctional marriage,
my relationship with God blossomed. I had some
initial worries about my spiritual status when I began
the process, but God quickly reassured and comforted
me as I went through and beyond my divorce.

The psychological counseling and spiritual direction
I received during my divorce made me a healthier
person than I ever was before. I have worked through
the deep problems caused by my dysfunctional
childhood. I have faced and forgiven everyone who
helped shape my early years in negative ways. And I
understand and embrace my individuality. Yes, divorce

was a painful passage to go through, but I am a better
person today because of it.

5. Idon't need to marry again to be happy.

1 get a lot of comments, concern and advice about
finding someone when people learn I have been
divorced for eight years. I really am happy as a single
person, and not at all lonely or bitter about the past
because I choose to remain single.

1 understood right from the beginning of my new life
as a single person that, in order to be happy in a new
relationship,  would have to be happy just being me and
being single. My attitude now is, “If it happens, it
happens.” In the meantime, please accept that I am fine
as a single person. And for goodness’ sake: Don'’t try to
fix me up with anyone!

6. I hope my divorce makes you question assumptions
about your marriage.

Does that shock you? It shouldn’t. It means that 1
love you and I love the institution of marriage. But
healthy marriages don’t just happen. I was sure my
marriage would never end. At the same time, I was
unaware of what makes a healthy marriage and very
much in denial about our problems.

My marital problems went a lot deeper than most, but
every marriage needs constant care. And every
marriage can use a tune-up now and then: a few
counseling sessions, a Marriage Encounter weekend or
a retreat together. Marriage takes a lot of work.

I am delighted when friends and co-workers tell me
that watching what I went through eight years ago or
hearing me talk now about my divorce compelled them
to take a second look at their own marriages, strengthen
what was weak and recommit themselves to the
relationship. The divorced have a great deal to teach the
married about what a good, healthy and Christian
marriage really is.

7. Every marriage ends.

The marriage covenant ends when this life ends.
Jesus tells us in Luke 20:34-35 that there is no marriage
in heaven. Marriage is an earthly institution with a
heavenly purpose. Marriage is a training ground
wherein we cosmic youngsters learn about the love that
has existed from all eternity within the Holy Trinity.

Its purpose is to train us to give up our selfish
tendencies, to care for another as we would care for
ourselves, to take our place in the Kingdom of God.
Marriage is a foreshadowing of our eternal relationship
with God and with one another. Marriage is a wonderful
thing, but it is not a forever thing.

Knowing and remembering that should deepen not
only the relationship with your earthly spouse, but also
your love for your heavenly spouse, Jesus.



As a divorced Catholic, I have taken great comfort
from the story of Jesus’ encounter with the woman of
Samaria at Jacob’s well (John 4:4-42). This poor
woman had been married five times and was now living
with yet another man. That’s a lot of failed
relationships—even by today’s standards!

Jesus’ tenderness toward her and his sympathy for
her situation are apparent. Did he deliberately go to
that spot at that unlikely time of day because he knew
she would be drawing water then? Did he send the
disciples away to get lunch in the town so he could talk
to her alone? I don’t doubt it.

Jesus never spoke to this woman or any other hurting
person in ways that increased their pain. He offered this
divorcée “living water,” himself, which was what she
had been searching for in all her relationships.

1t is time for the rest of the Catholic Church to do the
same.

Visit the Marriage Issues Conversation Corner at
http://www.OnceCatholic.org to clarify issues relating to cases in
diocesan tribunals.

Divorce and the Catholic Church

The first thing all Catholics must know is that divorce
is not a sin that should keep a divorced Catholic from
receiving the sacraments. A divorced or separated
person is not excommunicated and is still a Catholic in
good standing. The only reason for excommunication
after divorce is remarriage without going through the
annulment process.

Before a divorced person can remarry in the
Catholic Church, he or she must obtain an annulment
by a Catholic diocesan tribunal. Obtaining such a
decree does not mean that the marriage never took
place; it is a determination that a sacramental marriage
did not take place.

This does not mean that the children of that marriage
are illegitimate or that the couple was “living in sin.” It
means that, in that particular case, the marrying couple
had little or no idea what Christian marriage was all
about or that there were deep problems from the
beginning of the marriage, ecither in the couple’s
relationship or in their families of origin.

Therefore, the Church may determine that it was
impossible then for the couple to enter into a truly
Christian marriage. Divorced Catholics who are
seeking an annulment should talk to their local priests.

The annulment process can give divorced Catholics
three gifts:

CLARITY, by helping them see the why’s and how’s of
their failed marriage in a new light.

HEALING, by allowing them to work through their
anger and guilt and come through to a better place
spiritually and emotionally.

TIME, by forcing the divorced person to wait before
making any more relationship decisions.

Recently divorced people are especially vulnerable
to needing companionship, support and sympathy. The
first person of the opposite sex who provides that is
going to be very attractive, but the newly divorced
person does not need that kind of complication in the
healing process. The newly divorced person needs
breathing room after a marriage ends.

The dismal divorce statistics after second and third
marriages are proof that too many divorced people
simply don’t wait long enough to recover completely.
Taking part in the Catholic Church’s annulment process
is one way to ensure that a good healing process has
begun. If a divorced Catholic does meet someone he or
she might want to marry, that person will not only have
better tools for discerning whether this is a good
relationship, but will also have the Church’s blessing on
a second marriage.

[“Seven Things Catholics Should Know About Divorce” by Susan K.
Rowland, from St. Anthony Messenger magazine, is used by
permission of St. Anthony Messenger Press,
www.americancatholic.org. ©2011. All rights reserved.]

Have a blessed week,

fo. Ganer



