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Chapter 1: 

Project Proposal: 

1. Identify and define a pastoral problem or concern. 

The 21% Century continues to reflect troubled marriages, families, and a high 

percentage of divorces. This social and cultural condition collides with the teachings of 

the Catholic Church concerning marriage and families. The aim of this project is to 

identify what many believe is a crisis in marital life and families and the pivotal roles the 

deacons of the Diocese of Peoria will play in any pastoral solutions. 

You only have to read the newspaper, watch the news, attend a local family, 

abuse, or divorce support groups, or work for a marriage tribunal to recognize how 

troubled some marriages and families are in today’s U. S. society and even in the 

American Catholic faith community. It is a well-known fact that of those persons getting 

married today, at least 50% of those marriages will end in divorce, and 60% of second 

marriages will end in divorce. In other statistics from Divorce Magazine, we find that in 

2002, 59% of our U. S. Population was married, a number that has been constantly 

declining since the 1960’s. That same year 10% of the U. S. population were divorced. In 

1997, there were 1,075,000 children involved in divorce. In 1998, there were 27% of 

children living in a single-parent household. In 2002, in fatherless homes, there were 63% 

youth suicide, 85% of children with behavior problems, and 71% of high school 

dropouts. (1-6) 

It is not only divorcing that causes such destruction in the lives of couples and 

families. We also see the dysfunctional issues brought to marriages and those that 

develop during marriages. Many people remain unhappily and suffering in these  



marriages for decades. Unless these issues are addressed with proper help from the social 

and psychological community, as well as the Catholic Church, these couples will be 

vulnerable to eventual divorces and find themselves parenting children who will carry on 

the dysfunction to future marriages and generations of dysfunctional and troubled 

children. How did we get in such a state of crisis? 

In the last 12 years, as I have worked as an advocate in the marriage tribunal, 

there have been two areas that have opened my eyes and challenged me to get this 

message out. First, it amazes me that there are so many people, some very well educated 

in their professions, who use such poor judgment in choosing what is supposed to be their 

life-time partner. Many enter marriage with persons who have obvious substance abuse 

issues, and who, even prior to the wedding, are abusive, controlling, immature, and 

irresponsible. A common comment made by such people is “I thought I could change 

him.” Many men and women come to marriage with their own experiences of living in a 

very dysfunctional family where it was abusive, and their parents’ marriage was not a 

proper role model. Such persons come to marriage with no healthy and stable 

interpersonal relationship skills. It is hardly surprising that they are incapable of entering 

into a loving, mutually, sharing marital bond open to and with the skills to parent 

children. 

Secondly, the Catholic Church, from the beginning of the early church and down 

through the centuries has developed teachings. Canon Law and other resources such as 

Sacred Scriptures define the Church’s understanding of marriage and family. These 

resources also guide its members when it comes to such things as divorce and remarriage. 

Even life-long Catholics do not often understand these teachings, doctrines, and laws. It  



is quite a shock when a Catholic wants to get married to a person who has a previous 

unresolved marriage, and such a marriage prevents them from participating in the 

sacramental life in the Church. After my years in tribunal work and in the parish I have 

observed that the Catholic Church does not start early enough nor do they sufficiently 

educate its members in what marriage is according to those teachings, doctrines, and 

scriptures, etc. 

What the Church defines and carries out in its Sacrament of Marriage and its 

teachings regarding families is reflective of what I believe God has created for our lives 

here on earth. We are called to help carry out the ministry of Jesus Christ and help co- 

create, nurture, and safeguard all of life on earth. It is a natural instinct for human beings 

to want to be in stable, committed interpersonal relationships, sharing life and creating 

life. Because we were created in God’s image, we were made to imitate the ultimate role 

model of the Holy Trinity. This calls us as individuals to an interpersonal relationship of 

God, minister, and faith community. Instead of throwing up our hands in despair in the 

wake of the marriage and family crisis, settling for the fractured social and moral 

practices of modern society we should really be finding new ways to live according to 

what we were called to be. 

What does the Church say about marriage? According to Can. 1055.1 and 

Gautium et Spes 48.1: “The matrimonial covenant, by which a man and a woman 

establish, between themselves a partnership of the whole of life, is by its nature 

ordered toward the good of the spouses and the procreation and education of 

offspring; this covenant between baptized persons has been raised by Christ the 

Lord to the dignity of a sacrament.” (McAreavey 26-27)  



“The intimate community of life and love which constitutes the married state has 

been established by the Creator and endowed by Him with its own proper laws. ... God 

Himself is the author of marriage. It is in our very nature as men and women to be called 

to the vocation of marriage. The well-being of the individual person and of both human 

and Christian society is closely bound up with the healthy state of conjugal and family 

life.” (GS 47.1 & 48.1) As Gn 2:18 states, “It is not good that the man should be alone.” 

Woman is the ‘flesh from his flesh,” his counterpart, his equal, and his helpmate. The 

unbreakable union of their lives together was part of God’s plan. “So they are no longer 

two, but one flesh.” (Mt 19:6) 

According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “The parties to a marriage 

are a baptized man and woman, free to contract marriage, and who freely express their 

consent.” ... “The Church holds the exchange of consent between the spouses to be the 

indispensable elements that makes the marriage. If consent is lacking, there is no 

marriage.” ... “The consent consists of a human act by which the partners mutually give 

themselves to each other.” (CC 1625 — 1627) The final requirement to call such a union a 

marriage is consummation through sexual intercourse. 

According to Pope John Paul II in his Familiaris Consortio (Role of Christian 

Family in the Modern World), the Church recognizes the rapid change in society and 

culture in the last few centuries and decades. Many couples and families are having 

trouble living according to God’s given values for them as outlined in the Church’s 

teachings and doctrines on marriage and family. They are often confused as to their roles 

in life and as Christians and Catholics. (FC 1)  



Pope John Paul stated that God’s plan was meant to touch us in our physical and 

everyday lives. Therefore, the Church needs to find ways to understand and apply 

solutions to these situations in which our modern day couples and families find 

themselves in as they try to fulfill their vocation of marriage and parenthood. One of the 

most important ways in doing this is through evangelization. We must as a Church, as 

ministers, remind our members that the message of Jesus Christ and the Gospel is 

unchangeable. It is our duty, as Pope John Paul indicated, to uphold the dignity of men, 

women, children, or in other words, the dignity of marriage and family. (FC 4-5) 

II. Develop a plan of action for a pastoral response. 

I propose a workshop for those soon-to-be ordained deacons and their wives, as 

laypersons, to bring to their attention the seriousness of the state of crisis of marriage and 

family in the United States today, as well as in the Catholic community. I hope to also 

educate them in the basic understanding of Catholic teachings, doctrines, and Canon Law 

about marriage, divorce, and remarriage. Finally, I hope to help them recognize the 

critical role they will play in these issues as they minister as ordained deacons. 

My work for the last 12 years in the marriage tribunal has led me to reflect on 

why there are so many troubled marriages and divorces. I read the stories of so many men 

and women, and see how destructive divorce is, and how wounded even Christians are. I 

have to accept and embrace the words and message of Pope John Paul II when he stated 

that we were all created to experience love and dignity as God’s plan. We cannot enjoy 

our rights as human beings unless we find a way to resolve the sin and the dysfunction 

we find in our modern day lives. While social, psychological, and legal agencies can 

provide a certain amount of resolution and help, it is only through the faith community  
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that we can address the issue of sin and healing. When I contact the petitioners who after 

the long and painful process of the Declaration of Nullity have been successful, I also 

advise them about the next steps they must take to get married in the Church or have their 

civil marriages validated. If there is a prohibition, they may need an evaluation of their 

readiness to enter into a new sacramental marriage, or further work with the priest in 

regards to permanence, fidelity, partnership, or openness to children. We often find also 

that while the process was painful for them, their faith life grew by their experience. 

Prior to their marriage or validation, they are asked to celebrate the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation. This allows them to ask for forgiveness for their sins from their previous 

marriage and divorce, and start their new life forgiven and with a clean slate. 

It is my belief that these deacons, as well as those who have carried out their 

ministry as deacons for years in the Diocese of Peoria, are very important to the 

evangelization and ministry to those answering the call to the vocation of marriage and 

parenthood. In their work throughout the diocese, they will teach Catholic Catechism, 

prepare couples for marriage, do marriage counseling, counsel the divorced, help parties 

prepare their marriage case in the tribunal, and minister to those who feel alienated from 

the Catholic Church. I will remind them that it is important to utilize the help of outside 

social, psychological and legal agencies when appropriate, as well as the many resources 

available in the Church, parish, and diocese. Since they will play such a vital part in 

ministering to couples and families, I will offer them helpful hints for interviewing and 

suggestions for continued growth as pastoral ministers. To help them for their future 

ministries, I will provide a bibliography of professional and spiritual books that are 

available through Amazon.com and various publishers.  
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Key to the workshop will be the Theological Reflection Method described in 

Patricia O’Connell Killen and John DeBeer’s book, The Art of Theological Reflection. 1 

will first use this method when meeting with my planning group that is made up of two 

deacons and one laywoman who all work in the tribunal ministry. In my use of the 

theological reflection with the deacons and their wives, I will utilize the authors’ 

framework of tradition, culture, positions, and actions through a series of talks or 

reflections to help them identify the pastoral concern (crisis in marriage and family); to 

explore the concern in conversation with the wisdom of scripture and Church teachings; 

to share their experiences regarding the concern/issues; and to recognize a need for 

change, their call to take action, and their actions to create pastoral solutions that can 

possibly be undertaken in the Diocese of Peoria. 

While I do not see this workshop as the ultimate solution to the issues of divorce 

and wounded families, I believe it will challenge these new deacons and their wives to 

take their call to ministry seriously and make a difference in their own parish 

communities and throughout the diocese. Realistically, I know that sin and divorce will 

always be with us, but with the help of the deacons and the laity, they will be able to be in 

the right place to minister to those in need on a personal and pastoral level where only 

such healing can take place. 

The workshop with the deacon candidates and their wives will take place in the 

Peoria Diocese Spirituality Center that is used at other times for Cursillo and TEC 

weekends. One weekend a month the deacon candidates and their wives spend the 

weekend in prayer and vocational formation. My presentation was scheduled to be an all 

day workshop. The conference room is quite large but appears small after 10 round tables  
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with six chairs each are set up. As a speaker, I will stand on a small stage with a podium 

and microphone. There is a white board to write on and an overhead projector. Usually 

the speakers are recorded on tape for further study. The formation of deacons in our 

diocese has been around for more than a quarter of a century, and I have had the pleasure 

of speaking to at least two previous classes on the subject of the Marriage Tribunal. They 

have always been an excellent and inquisitive group. 

The evaluation of the project will take place on three levels: 1) a written, short- 

answer evaluation sheet presented to those in attendance at the end of the workshop; 2) 

through the list of possible pastoral solutions/actions created by the deacon candidates 

and their wives as the result of the theological reflection; and 3) through my own 

theological reflection in preparing my written documentation of the pastoral project. 

 



Chapter 2: 

Project Planning Stage 

The planning stage of this project was presented with some stumbling blocks that 

required me to be more flexible and find new ways to get the job done. I hoped to meet 

with the planning group for the first time in the early weeks of December of 2005. I had 

asked two deacons who also worked in the tribunal ministry, and one laywoman who also 

worked in the tribunal ministry and had experienced a divorce and the annulment process 

if they would be willing to be a part of my planning group. The deacons would also be 

appropriate because they in their ministry at their parishes prepare couples for marriage 

and also do marriage counseling. The deacons shared a common brotherhood of being 

ordained and could offer me some good insights to what going through the process of 

formation would be like for those I would be speaking to in just a few short weeks. Of 

course the laywoman would be able to give me insights into the pain of divorce and how 

working through the annulment process affected her. They all agreed, and we set up our 

first meeting early in December. Unfortunately, this meeting had to be canceled because 

of scheduling problems with some of the group. 

I re-scheduled the first meeting to take place at my house from 11:30 — 1:00 on 

January 16, 2006 with a quick lunch prior to doing the theological reflection. I had 

previously sent a copy of the theological reflection format to the other members of the 

planning group, so that they would be familiar with this method. I also informed them 

that the purpose of this meeting was to get helpful advice and suggestions for my 

workshop with the deacon candidates and their spouses. Since I often work with these 

three persons on marriage cases, they basically knew what I was planning to include in  
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my pastoral project. I planned to schedule a second meeting when we got together for this 

first meeting. As the day of our first meeting approached, I received a call from one of 

the deacons who works for the local Catholic Cemetery Office, and he said he would be 

unable to attend because of a funeral. I later sent him the questions for reflections, but I 

never received any response from him. I later learned that he was taking some time off 

from his ministry as the result of a death in his family. I was able to meet with the other 

deacon and laywoman, but a later second meeting had to be canceled because of 

conflicting schedules. Because of the fast approaching date for my presentation, I decided 

to go on in my preparation of my talks and to refer back to the helpful comments made by 

the faculty and other students at St. Mary-of-the-Woods when I presented my project 

proposal on campus on January 14, 2006. 

Due to the time restraints on the day of the theological reflection with my two 

planning group members and myself, I decided on a modified version of the theological 

reflection method. Considering the main concern of the workshop was the crisis of 

marriage and families and my solution revolved around the ministry of the deacons in our 

diocese, I felt it was important to touch upon three areas for my theological reflection 

with the planning group: 1) your call from God for a personal relationship with Jesus 

Christ and to ministry; 2) what has been the most challenging part of your ministry with 

the tribunal; and 3) what role do you think the Church should play in the ministering and 

healing of those who feel alienated because of the divorce and remarriage issues? 

It always amazes me how each person who is open to God’s voice, is called in his 

or her unique way and according to their unique life experiences. I am not sure that it is 

true in every case, but in most of the conversion stories I have heard, the convert was  
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going through some kind of crisis in his or her life. It was no different in the lives of my 

planning group. After reflecting on the first of the three questions, they each shared their 

own unique experiences of conversion and call to ministry. 

Mary, the laywoman, had been married and divorced when she met her future 

second husband, Tom. It was through the painful work of letting go of her previous life, 

going through the annulment process, and blending two families that God reached out to 

Mary. It was through this difficult and painful time that God was there for Mary, and 

during this time her faith grew and matured. When I first met Mary, she was in the 

Notary/Auditor’s class being trained as I was. I was very impressed with her positive 

attitude about the annulment process that she had gone through. I knew that she would be 

a great notary/auditor and would be able to minister to others who had the same difficult 

path to take after their divorce. 

Nathan, a deacon, grew up in a very dysfunctional home, and he is a recovering 

alcoholic. He was attending a Cursillo weekend, and was in the chapel praying with the 

others attending the retreat and the table leaders, when God touched him. He experienced 

a great sense of calmness, a sense of utopia about him. Within him, he was invited to 

follow God. It was during that weekend that he first learned about deacons, and he went 

home convinced he was being called to be a deacon. Today, he serves as a deacon at the 

diocesan cathedral, and he works as an advocate in the marriage tribunal. 

We all agreed that we have had some wonderful experiences working with those 

seeking to petition the Court for a Declaration of Nullity. We have attended marriages of 

our clients after they struggled through the annulment process, and saw vulnerable and 

hurt men and women grow in faith through that same process. However, working in this  
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ministry is often very difficult and not always that rewarding. Mary shared that her 

biggest challenge has been to remain positive and committed to the annulment process. 

She stated that when people come to her they often are still harboring feelings of 

resentment and anger towards their former spouse. The annulment process encourages 

them to dredge up old memories and feelings that are very painful and in her position as 

an advocate she becomes an immediate sounding board and emotional outlet for these 

people. It can be stressful at times, and she has learned to use prayer as a strengthening 

tool before and most definitely after a session with a particularly difficult and volatile 

client. 

Nathan shared that his biggest challenge as a deacon in the tribunal ministry is 

trying to get the people he represents to understand that the annulment process is a 

growing experience for them. The process will offer them the opportunity to grow 

spiritually and become more mature. According to Nathan, he counsels them to get rid of 

the hurt, anger, guilt, and embarrassment that the divorce has caused. If they are Catholic, 

he advises them to take the opportunity to seek the Sacrament of Reconciliation. He also 

advises them to seek out a spiritual director to guide them through the changes they go 

through as the process unfolds. He counsels them to be patient through the process. Even 

though it can seem to take a long time, it does provide them the opportunity to heal. 

We all agreed that there is much to be done and new pastoral solutions to be 

found to help in what we, as ministers of the marriage tribunal, see working with so many 

divorced and broken marriages and families. Mary believes that the Church is making 

efforts to provide help, guidance, and consolation to its members seeking the annulment 

process, but she also thinks there is still work to be done in the area of marriage  
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preparation. She stated that people are still entering into marriage and later saying, “I 

didn’t know” or “I thought things would change after we were married.” Many people 

still just “take a chance” on marriage and hope things work out. Mary believes that there 

needs to be more emphasis on the sacramental significance of marriage, and it wouldn’t 

be a bad idea to educate those entering marriage about the annulment process. Maybe this 

would give those with uncertain attitudes about marriage a second thought about whether 

getting married was the right decision at that time. 

Nathan stated that the Church needs to be a better teacher. He believes people 

need to know who they are as a person, as a Catholic. They need to know what they want 

in a life-time partner, and what they want out of marriage, and why they want to get 

married. Like Mary, Nathan believes that the Church needs to do a better job in preparing 

couples for the sacrament of marriage. The need to educate, according to Nathan, doesn’t 

end with the Church, but is also the responsibility of parents in word and example. As a 

deacon who prepares couples for marriage, Nathan stated that those who do prepare 

couples need to confront them on all fronts during their six sessions of meetings. It is 

especially important in their faith life. No faith life is the weakest link in the lives of 

many married couples. According to Nathan, without God we can do nothing. 

The theological reflection with my planning group was very helpful for me. Mary 

and Nathan verified my belief that the pastoral solution for the marriage and family crisis 

laid especially in proper education and preparation. The need for prayer, taking care of 

our self and spiritual support in our ministry because of the stress and strain that comes 

into our lives as ministers was brought home also. As Mary and Nathan shared about 

their own spiritual growth and call to ministry, I knew that it would be important to  
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continue with my plans to have the deacon candidates and their wives to share their own 

spiritual conversion and call to ministry. It became clear to me that our faith community, 

the Church, continues to exist because of those who came before us who shared their 

stories of conversion and ministry. Asking the deacon candidates and their wives to share 

where God has directed them in their past and present ministries will help them reflect on 

just where their pastoral solutions can be utilized in the future. The sharing of our 

conversion and relationship with God/Jesus Christ is very important also because as 

Nathan stated, “We can do nothing without God.” 

Though we were not able to meet a second time, I felt confident after our meeting 

on January 16 at my home that I was on the right track. The comments made during my 

presentation of my proposed project before students and faculty also resulted in some 

good suggestions and encouragement. This all opened the door to me to finish up my 

preparations for the workshop on April 1, 2006. However, my best-laid plans would have 

more stumbling blocks before my plans could be finalized and carried out. 

With the illness and death of my daughter, I questioned whether I should try to 

finish this project at the time. I considered whether it would be better to postpone it, but I 

was scheduled to present to the deacon class, and my postponement would cause a 

problem for them. I was also so close to graduation and wanted to be able to graduate 

with my classmates. This was something I had worked on for a long time, and felt I 

wanted to finish it at this time. It helped me keep my mind off of our family’s loss. 

As the date approached, I contacted the director of the deacon formation program, 

and was surprised to learn that I would not be able to have the entire day to present my 

project on April 1, 2006. The reasons for the change resulted from scheduling problems  
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of some priests who were to present to the class also. I was upset because my project plan 

needed at least 4 2 — 5 hours to complete. After discussing it with the director, we came 

to a compromise where I would present half of my project from 2 — 4:30 on March 18, 

2006, and the other half during the afternoon from 2-4:30 on April 1, 2006. The task of 

dividing the workshop into two parts did not pose any serious problems. Later, during a 

brief conversation with the director, he asked if I would spend some time instructing the 

deacon candidates in the process of initiating a marriage case if a person seeking a 

Declaration of Nullity approaches them. In the 12 years since I began working in the 

tribunal, I have spoken to many groups about this same thing, so I was not so concerned 

about it. I did have to restructure my schedule for the April 1 workshop, but this worked 

out fine. Since most of the wives of the deacon candidates were also very involved in 

ministry, I decided that on my evaluation sheets they would be classified lay ministers. 

Thus, there were 30 deacon candidates and 30 lay ministers. During the workshops, there 

were two other couples and a religious sister who were there to facilitate and keep the 

day’s activities on schedule. 

Perhaps the stages in planning my project and my carrying out the project, itself, 

would have worked out more smoothly if I had more time. However, this project was 

specifically designed to be presented to the deacon candidates and their wives, and with 

their ordination rapidly approaching after several years of formation and training, I 

wanted to make sure that this important concern was addressed before they went out into 

their ministries after ordination. Thus, my desire to do this certainly put some strain on 

my planning period.  



Chapter 3: 

Pastoral Project 

Part One — March 18, 2006 

Session 1 

Presentation: The Introduction 

Session Objective: This presentation introduces the deacon candidates and their spouses 

to my ministry as an advocate in the Marriage Tribunal of the Diocese of Peoria. They 

will be informed of my concern about the marital and family crisis that is very present in 

our faith communities and diocese. The deacon candidates and their spouses will be 

challenged throughout the presentations to see just how they will play a key role in 

addressing this crisis. They will be introduced to a theological reflection method by 

authors Patricia O’Connell Killen and John DeBeer that can be used to create pastoral 

solutions for this crisis. 

Materials needed: 

e Folder containing all necessary handout (See Appendix A: 1-31) 

e Handout: Theological Reflection format (See Appendix A: 3 & 4) 

Presentation of the Introduction: 

For the last fourteen years I have been either connected with or working at the 

Marriage Tribunal of the Diocese of Peoria. I worked first as a notary/auditor with 

parishioners at my parish helping them initiate their marriage case. For the last 12 years I 

have worked as an advocate with those petitioning the Court for a Declaration of Nullity. 

Those petitioning the Court are known as petitioners, and their former spouses are known 

as respondents. The best way to describe the work of an advocate in the marriage tribunal  
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is that of a lawyer. I help the petitioner prepare their case and submit a petition on their 

behalf. Throughout the process, I work with both the petitioner and the presiding judge 

who is investigating the previous marriage(s). My work is both carried out on the legal 

level and as a pastoral minister since my clients are being asked to journey through a 

painful process. It is common for me to have to offer both legal advice concerning the 

procedure and the evidence or facts needed, as well as offer emotional and spiritual 

support and encouragement. 

I have enjoyed many ministries through my parish including: CCD, RCIA, choir, 

Eucharistic minister, parish council, school committee, and liturgy committee, but never 

in my wildest imagination did I believe that I would find myself involved in Canon Law 

and the marriage tribunal working as an advocate. It is one of the most challenging, yet 

rewarding ministries that I have experienced. I always knew that there were a lot of 

divorces, but it wasn’t until I began my work at the tribunal that I realized how far 

reaching and destructive it was to the lives of couples and their children. I never realized 

how much this destruction carried over to other generations if not dealt with in an 

appropriate way through counseling and spiritual healing. 

It is very important to recognize that those things that are destructive to couples 

and children are also destructive to the faith community and society as a whole. Some 

people throw up their hands in their belief that divorce is here to stay because of the state 

of our culture today, and because of our sinfulness. People take flight from their unhappy 

marriages just because they see family members or friends get divorced, and having not 

been churched properly or because of the lack of good role models feel that divorce and 

remarriage is acceptable. Hollywood and television also paints a picture that encourages  
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us to seek instant gratification instead of commitment, and to take care of ourselves 

without much thought to others. Some people have been abused so much; they are just 

incapable of entering into an interpersonal relationship or a loving, mutually sharing 

marital bond. 

For the last several years I have been completing my degree in psychology, and 

my Master of Arts Degree in Pastoral Theology. After completing the course study, each 

student is required to present a pastoral project to fulfill the requirements for graduation. 

The project requires the student to choose a problem or concern that needs to be 

addressed with the help of a theological reflection method in order to seek and create 

pastoral solutions. I had no problem finding a pastoral concern because I had been 

immersed in one for the last 12 years. I saw what my life had been the last 45 years with 

a good marriage and wonderful children, grandchildren, and now great-grandchildren, 

and realized that we, as Christians and ministers, have a moral obligation to find a 

pastoral solution to the many broken marriages and families. Thus, I began to plan the 

best way to get the message out and to find a solution. 

Throughout the years I have served in my parish and at the tribunal, I have long 

admired and marveled at the tireless work that the deacons of our diocese undertake. I 

had given other talks to past deacon classes, and several deacons and their spouses have 

found the tribunal ministry very rewarding. With the extensive work of deacons 

throughout the diocese, I knew that if there were going to be any pastoral solutions to our 

crisis in marriages and families, deacons and laypersons would be a key to this solution. 

The blue folders placed on each table contains the schedules for this two-part 

workshop; the evaluation sheets to be completed at the end of each part of the workshop;  
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several handouts; and a variety of support materials. Included also is a two-page 

description of the format of the theological reflection described in The Art of Theological 

Reflection by Patricia O’Connell Killen and John DeBeer. “This method, as well as 

others, is very helpful in addressing any topic or concern confronting the Church, society, 

or culture. It requires one to look and reflect on some experience using tradition, culture, 

positions, and actions. The theological reflection helps us reflect on some aspect of 

experience to find the heart of the matter; to utilize Christian wisdom, doctrine, and 

tradition; to find new meaning and truth for living; and to take action.” (68-69) After 

today’s presentations and those of the workshop on April 1¥, there will be an opportunity 

to undertake a theological reflection in order to find some pastoral solutions that can be 

utilized in our diocese. 

After each presentation, I gave the group an opportunity to ask questions or make 

comments. 

Observations and Evaluations: 

The deacon candidates and their spouses made me feel welcomed, and although it 

was very early in the workshop, they seemed enthusiastic about the subject matter that I 

was going to present to them, I was a little hesitant to mention that this was going to be 

my pastoral project for the completion of my Master of Arts Degree, but they seemed to 

enjoy the fact that they were going to be a part of it. They especially showed enthusiasm 

when I told them that they would play a key role in any attempt to find pastoral solutions 

to the marital and family issues, as well as other pastoral concerns in their parishes and 

our diocese.  



Session 2 

Presentation: The State of Marriage and Family 

Session Objective: This presentation is to help the deacon candidates and their spouses 

recognize the seriousness of the crisis found in marriages and families even within our 

own faith communities and diocese. 

Materials: 

U. S. Divorce Statistics from Divorce Magazine (See Appendix A: 5 & 6) 

What is the state of marriage and families in today’s society and especially in our 

faith community? It is common knowledge that there are many troubled marriages, 

families and divorces. The statistics found on the survey from Divorce Magazine found in 

the blue folders presents us with some startling and troubling facts about 21% Century 

marriages and family life. These numbers will help us understand the urgency of finding 

some solutions that will help marriages and families be more healthy and stable, and 

ways of healing those who have been damaged by abuse and divorce. 

As Divorce Magazine shows of those marriages that take place in the modern-day 

U. S., over 50% will end in divorce. Of those who remarry the second time, over 60% 

will again end in divorce. In 1995 of those marriages taking place in those under 20 years 

of age, over 40% ended in divorce. In those over 25 years of age, the number dropped to 

24%. The number of single parents in 1998 was 2.04 million males and 9.68 million 

females. In 1997, there were one million children who experienced a family divorce. (1- 

6)  
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Of course, the couples experience the pain and sense of failure when a marriage ends, 

but the children of divorce also suffer immediate and long-lasting effects. There is a high 

ratio of homes with single mothers and no or little involvement of the fathers. One group 

of statistics in the Divorce Magazine survey was especially shocking. These statistics 

involve homes where there are no male role models. In fatherless homes, there are 63% 

youth suicides, 90% of runaways, 85% behavioral problems, 71% high school dropouts, 

85% youths in prison, and 50% teen pregnancies. (1-6) 

The statistics reflect situations where divorce has taken place but there are also many 

marriages and families that are unstable, insecure, and dysfunctional causing life-long 

damage in their lives. Unless something is done this problem will only continue to grow 

and cross into the next generations to come. What are some problems and issues that I 

have observed in the lives of those seeking annulments? And why do some marriages 

seem doomed from the beginning? Many couples approach marriage with baggage. They 

come to relationships from very dysfunctional and/or divorced families where there was 

infidelity, verbal, physical, sexual, mental, and substance abuse. Many, even Catholics, 

grow up unchurched. Adding to the list is the presence of more mixed marriages between 

Catholics and non-Catholics, as well as those who marry the unbaptized. This brings to 

the marriage many who do not have the knowledge of the Catholic Church teachings 

regarding the essential elements of marriage: permanence, fidelity, partnership, and 

openness to procreation and the nurturing of children. 

Alcoholism is one area of significance that is prevalent in many of the marriage cases. 

Studies have shown professionals and pastoral ministers that alcoholism has its origin in 

both genetic and environmental sources. Many of the tribunal cases involve wide spread  
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drinking. Many people are influenced by the example of their family members. Some 

begin drinking as self-medication to help them get through the pain of abuse and a lack of 

love and nurturing resulting in poor self-image and confidence. 

As parents we are called to raise up our children to be able to be healthy, mature 

adults who have the ability to carry out interpersonal relationships and be prepared to 

accept the challenges of the vocation of marriage and family. It is a natural task that as 

we develop into adults we need to be able to separate from our parents and resolve the 

various emotional attachments to them. However, under certain circumstances, we can 

fail to take that step as individuals and fail to become emotionally mature. This is 

especially true in families where the parental relations are dysfunctional and abusive, 

such as in alcoholic homes. We need parental support and guidance as we grow up. Often 

when I work on such a case I get reports from psychologists who act as our court experts. 

A common response in such reports may be, “The party’s alcoholic parents were 

physically and emotionally absent from his life which certainly contributed to his 

inability to develop properly and enter into this marriage validly.” 

Countless times I have seen young men and women desperate to leave the abuse and 

frustration of their dysfunctional home of origin and enter into an ill-fated marriage 

seeking love, security, and acceptance. Many are attracted to those who are also 

vulnerable and coming with the same kinds of baggage. Unfortunately, their needs are 

unmet because neither party has the tools and skills to meet those needs. Such people 

soon find themselves in unhappy marriages and turn to infidelity, substance abuse, and 

violence towards their spouses. Thus, the young couple, often with young children, find  
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themselves in the same crisis, the same unhealthy environment they hoped to escape from 

in their families of origin. (Doweiko 273-275) 

One of the most important gifts that any relationship whether between a husband and 

wife, siblings, parents and children, friends, co-workers, or minister and client is 

communications. On many occasions in tribunal work in gathering testimony, one of the 

biggest problems in getting the information that is needed is that there was no 

communication between the husband and wife. People just don’t talk with each other 

enough. This leads to a lack of knowledge about each other and a lot of misunderstanding 

that undermines their relationship. Sometimes a lack of communications is the least of 

their problems. 

The marriage cases seen by our marriage tribunal sees its share of physical and sexual 

abusive, and sadly, even incest in families. However, one of the most common types of 

abuse during the courtship, marriage, and towards children is verbal abuse. I have seen 

how it can be just as destructive. 

According to Patricia Evans in her book The Verbally Abusive Relationship: How to 

Recognize It and How fo Respond, “Verbal abuse is damaging to the spirit. It takes joy 

and vitality out of life.” (43) According to Evans, in many such cases, the abuse was not 

present during their courtship or early in the marriage, and then suddenly their spouse’s 

personality changes. Such treatment catches the other party by surprise and causes 

confusion. They wonder why this person who wined and dined them, and treated them so 

special is now degrading and verbally abusing them. Someone with a low self-esteem 

may even blame herself, and places her hope on returning to those days of no verbal 

abuse and loving treatment by her spouse. She may also believe this is an insolated  
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incident and continue to stay in the marriage. Sadly, many times there is an on again off 

again pattern of such verbal abuse with short periods of normalcy. (Evans 43-44) 

What are the consequences of verbal abuse in the lives of those who are abused? 

Evans states that the following are often found in such persons: “1) a distrust of her 

spontaneity; 2) a loss of enthusiasm; 3) a prepared, on-going guarded state; 4) a concern 

that something is wrong with themselves; 5) a soul-searching and replaying of the 

incident to see what went wrong; 6) an internal critical voice; 7) a desire to escape or run 

away; 8) a tendency to live in the future where things will get better; and 9) distrust of 

future relationships. (43) What affects the adult can especially be destructive of the 

verbally abused child. They are emotionally vulnerable, and can be made to feel unloved, 

inferior and worthless. This will certainly affect their ability to have a healthy self-esteem 

or to know how to treat others with love and respect.” (43) 

Observations and Evaluations: 

The deacon candidates and their spouses followed along with my comments and 

the handout of the statistics from the survey of Divorce Magazine. It was my hope that 

these unsettling statistics would drive home the seriousness of the effects of divorce in 

the lives of so many families. Sometimes when we talk in such general terms about an 

issue, its full significance is not recognized. Comments regarding these statistics reflected 

the surprise and even shock of those in attendance. Several commented on how the 

problem was made even more real to them, and how they felt that more people should be 

made aware of these facts. They especially liked when I shared some of the cases I have 

come across in the tribunal. I, of course, didn’t use real names.  



Session 3 

Presentation: Scriptures and Church Teachings 

Session Objective: This presentation introduces the deacon candidates and their spouses 

to God’s plan for the vocation of marriage and family through Sacred Scriptures and 

Church teachings. 

Materials: “Christian Marriage — Short Historical Survey” (See Appendix A: 7 — 10) 

What does God want for men, women, and children in the vocation of marriage 

and family? With the ever-increasing numbers of dysfunctional families and divorces 

within our faith community, it appears that we really do not know the answer to this 

question. Otherwise, we would see healthier and more committed marital relationships 

and families. 

The answer seems to be that we are coming up short when it comes to educating 

the youth who will one day be among those choosing marriage and a family life. For 

those who do the teaching, the preparing couples for marriage, and counseling troubled 

couples, there is a need for them to be knowledgeable and bring that knowledge to the 

faithful. Key to that education is the use of Sacred Scriptures and the wonderful 

documents of the Second Vatican Council and other Church documents concerning 

marriage and families. Reflecting on some of these documents will help us see just what 

God expects from those choosing the vocation of marriage and family. It will give us a 

goal for seeking the pastoral solutions we so desperately need. 

The Vatican II document, Gautium et Spes or The Pastoral Constitution on the 

Church in the Modern World states “The well-being of the individual person and of both 

human and Christian society is closely bound up with the healthy state of conjugal and  
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family life.” (GS 47.1) The document also states in regard to the Sacrament of Marriage, 

“Marriage is the intimate community of life and love which constitutes the married state 

and that which has been established by the Creator and endowed by Him with its own 

proper laws.” ... “God, Himself, is the author of marriage.” (GS 48.1) 

John 2:1-11 tells us about Jesus at the wedding feast at Cana. This is where he is 

believed to have begun his ministry. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states, “The 

wedding at Cana was meant to be a sign of Jesus’ presence in all sacramental marriages.” 

... “God, Himself, determined that the matrimonial union of man and woman is 

indissoluble.” (CC 1613-1614) Matt.19.6 says, “What therefore God has joined together, 

let no man put asunder.” ... Eph. 5:25 says, “Husbands love your wives even as Christ 

loved the Church and handed himself over to her.” 

In the new pastoral letter of Pope Benedict XVI on Christian love, Deus Caritas 

Est, he placed marriage atop of the various types of love when he says, “Amid the 

multiplicity of meanings, one in particular stands out: love between man and woman 

whose body and soul are inseparately joined, and in this, human beings glimpse at an 

apparently irresistible promise of happiness” (2) 

Pope John Paul’s Familiaris Consortio or The Role of the Christian Family in the 

Modern World, states, “God is love, and in Himself, He lives a mystery of personal 

loving communion. Creating the human race in His own image and continually keeping it 

in being, God inscribed in the humanity of man and woman the vocation and thus the 

capacity and responsibility of love and communion. Love is, therefore, the fundamental 

and innate vocation of every human being.” (FC 11)  
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In regards to our responsibility as Christian parents, John Paul II states, “The 

Christian parents enter into the creative activity of God when they educate their children. 

The Sacrament of Marriage consecrates them for the strictly Christian education of their 

children. It calls them to share in the very authority and love of God the Father and 

Christ, the Shepherd, and in the mothering love of the Church. It enriches them with 

wisdom, counsel, fortitude, and the other gifts of the Holy Spirit in order to help children 

in their growth as human beings and as Christians.” (FC 38) 

The first task of the family is to create a community of persons, made up of 

husband and wife, children and relatives. Its primary purpose is love. Without this love, it 

is not a community of persons. Without love there will be no personal growth. “Since the 

Creator of all things has established the conjugal partnership as the beginning and basis 

of human society, the family is the first and vital cell of society.” (FC 42) 

Observations and Evaluation: 

Sometimes we wonder why God doesn’t give us an instructions manual when our 

children are born. The good news is that God provided us with both a marriage and 

family manual through the inspired Sacred Scriptures and the Church doctrines and 

teachings. By reading and quoting some of these beautiful and instructive scriptures and 

documents and challenging them to really listen, by repeating some of the more important 

quotes, I could see in the faces of some of those present that many were only at that 

moment hearing and embracing the importance of their meaning. One deacon candidate 

came up to me on break and told me that he felt that there was a great need to start early 

in the lives of our children and young people to instruct them in these scriptures and the 

work of the Second Vatican Council especially when it comes to marriage and family  
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issues. I couldn’t help but pause when speaking to them and wonder why wouldn’t 

everyone choosing the vocation of marriage and family embrace these values? 

Session 4 

Presentation: When Church and Life Collide 

Session Objective: This presentation discusses the options for the divorced, and 

especially for those who want to remarry and still participate in sacramental practices. 

Materials: “Divorce, Annulment, and the Church” (See Appendix A: 11 — 13) 

What a wonderful gift that God has given us in the life as husbands and wives and 

families! I can’t help but be excited that God has such a wonderful plan for all of us who 

have chosen the vocation of marriage and family. I am, however, saddened that in my job 

as an advocate, I see a different reality. Many times I must step back and seek out those 

relationships, marriages and families that are stable and healthy to get my bearings to 

what we were meant to strive for as Christen men, women, and families. Unfortunately, 

most of my work day involves the sad reality of dysfunctional families and divorce. In 

any given year, [ am working with between 250-300 cases at different levels of the 

tribunal process. 

What are the options for those Catholics or non-Catholics who want to become 

Catholic who finds themselves divorced? For those Catholics who are divorced and do 

not plan on remarriage, they can continue to participate in the sacraments of the Church. 

For those wishing to become Catholic they have the same option. The only time either 

Catholics or converts run into problems is when they want to remarry. If they want to be 

able to continue participating in the sacraments, they must process an annulment. If they 

do not or if their attempt is unsuccessful, if remarried, neither them nor their present  
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Catholic spouse will be able to participate in the sacraments. They are seen as living in an 

“irregular marriage,” and thus in a state of sin if they are having sexual relations as 

husband and wife. You can see how this might be very disrupting of their faith and 

family life. 

It has been my experience that many people do not understand the process and the 

importance of what the Church believes is important in this matter. While many profess 

that marriage should be permanent, faithful, a partnership, and open to children, when it 

comes to remarriage, they believe they have a right to marital happiness, especially if 

they were not the one who caused the marital breakdown of their previous marriage. One 

of the most difficult tasks I have in my work is to minister to clients whose marriage case 

is rejected or can’t be proven. It takes a person of great faith and strength to continue to 

practice their Catholic religion when they are forbidden from participating in the 

sacraments. [ have met some remarkable people who have embraced the Church’s 

teachings, and used the annulment process to grow and mature spiritually and as a person 

as the result of their experience. 

Observations and Evaluation: 

Because of the time restraints, I was only able to speak briefly about the options 

that are available to Catholics and non-Catholics who wish to marry a Catholic or become 

Catholic and be remarried in the Catholic Church. It is always a difficult reality for 

people to accept that unless they work a marriage case for their previous marriage(s), 

remarriage will stand in their way of participating in the sacramental life of the Church. 

Somehow the reality of these Church laws and the call for pastoral care of the flock 

seems to find controversy and anger. That is what makes my job, my ministry with the  
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tribunal so difficult. Therefore, it was no surprise that these few comments brought strong 

responses and comments from some of the deacon candidates and their spouses. 

I learned long ago from experience to defuse their emotional responses. In this 

case, I tried to explain that the Church, in fact, welcomes those who have been divorced 

and remarried, and that they are continually working to find ways to minister and help the 

divorced and remarried to feel a part of their faith community. The presence of lay and 

clergy ministers in the ministry of the tribunal is just one of the Church’s attempts to 

address these issues. 

It was also, however, important that I made it clear to them that while the Church 

is working towards pastoral solutions to these issues, they must recognize that the Canon 

Law and Church teachings are what they are, and they are meant to keep order and 

uphold the Sacrament of Marriage. The bottom line is that the Church is slow in 

changing. In order for those with previous marriages to be a part of the Catholic faith 

community, they must profess and accept the Church’s teaching on such matters. If they 

want to remarry in the Church, they must petition the Court for a Declaration of Nullity 

or one of the other methods in order to participate in the sacramental life of the Church. 

Needless to say, if I had allowed it, our discussion would have gone on much longer. 

There are no easy answers. 

Session 5 

Presentation: One Man’s Experience and Call to Ministry 

Session Objective: This presentation is to introduce the deacon candidates and the wives 

to the pain of divorce and the annulment process. It also will show how one man’s 

experience led him to an important ministry.  
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Materials needed: Deacon Jon Dosher’s Talk Outline (See Appendix A: 20 - 22) 

Observations and Evaluation: 

I first met Deacon Jon Dosher when he was attending the notary-auditor class to 

be trained to work in the tribunal ministry. I knew after he shared with the class that he 

had a wonderful story of conversion and healing. I knew he would be the ideal speaker to 

demonstrate the pain of divorce, the difficult journey of the annulment process, and the 

necessity of pastoral care for those who go through divorce. His story would be helpful 

for the message I wanted to bring to the deacon candidates and their spouses. 

Jon’s talk was very good. His description of his “dear John” experience while 

away in the military, his divorce, his first rejection by the marriage tribunal, declaration 

of nullity, and conversion was very emotional at times. His remarks were welcomed with 

enthusiasm, inspiration, and awe. As Jon brought us along on his journey, he also taught 

us about prayer, patience, perseverance, love, commitment, and faith. 

Session 6 

Presentation: Cheryl’s Call to the Tribunal Ministry 

Session Objective: This presentation is to introduce the deacon candidates and their wives 

to the speaker’s call from God and her journey to her present ministry as an advocate in 

the marriage tribunal. Its also shows how God has used Cheryl to bring to others justice 

and healing. 

Materials: “Questions and Answers Regarding the Decree of Nullity” 

(See Appendix A: 14-17) 

As we all saw in the case of Jon, God can surprise us in our call to ministry. I, too, 

was surprised when God called me to the tribunal ministry. Some where around 1992, I  
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noticed an article in the Catholic Post, our local Catholic newspaper. The article was a 

call for practicing Catholics who were interested in being trained to work with 

parishioners on the parish level seeking to petition the Marriage Tribunal of the Diocese 

of Peoria for a possible Declaration of Nullity or one of the other types of marriage cases. 

After training for a year and serving an internship, I was commissioned by 

Bishop Myers to be a notary-auditor. A few years later I also attended an 

intensified two-week summer course in Washington, D. C. at the Catholic 

University of America in 1996 and again in 1997. This earned me a certificate in 

tribunal work. It was during this period of study I made new friends and learned a 

lot about how other tribunals carry out their work and ministry all over the United 

States. 

In 1994, I had been asked to come to work part-time at the Peoria 

Marriage Tribunal as an advocate. By 1995, I became a full-time advocate when 

the priest who had been doing the job for over 17 years was re-assigned to parish 

work. It has been a baptism by fire experience, and yet a very rewarding 

experience to minister and help my clients. It has certainly been a time of 

intellectual and spiritual growth for me. It has given me courage to continue my 

studies in theology. 

My work has not only changed me in my understanding of the theology of 

marriage and family, but also helped me to understand the human condition on a 

more compassionate level. The challenge I find in my work is in trying to 

understand human nature, and how and why people sometimes make such poor 

decisions, and why they stay in such abusive situations for so long. My years of  
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upbringing, and readiness for marriage is. This is especially pertinent when 

looking at those marriages with cruelty and abuse. For those of us who have 

ministries in the area of marriage and family it is important to truly understand the 

necessity of confronting the baggage people bring to marriage, the importance of 

courtship and the process of getting to know someone, and to be properly 

prepared for marriage. How patient God must be with us! 

The Church is finally recognizing the need to minister to the pain of 

dysfunctional marriages and families, divorces, and those who feel abandoned and 

alienated from the Church. According to the Most Rev. Patrick Powers in his 

article Pastoral Role of the Tribunal, “In recent years, the Catholic Church has 

been becoming a church with healing ministries. We are seeing more and more 

especially in the work of the tribunal that we are broken people. We, as a faith 

community, are called to continue Jesus’ ministry, especially to those who 

suffer.” (1) 

As an advocate in the Peoria Marriage Tribunal, I see persons who are still 

hurting and who feel alienated from the Church. There are always some that 

experience a great sense of guilt. Many, however, still believe in marriage, and 

want to enter into a new relationship and marriage. Loss through divorce is a lot 

like those who are faced with a loss through death. They will experience shock, 

denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance and healing. The task 

at hand is often complicated by the feelings of alienation by those separated, 

divorced, and remarried. The source of these feelings may be from unhelpful  
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treatment from priests, family, or other parishioners. It is the work of the tribunal 

and those who work with people throughout the faith community to make them 

feel accepted. Beginning Experience Programs, as well as other support groups 

have been very helpful with such issues. Pope John Paul II in his Familiaris 

Consortio has a section on pastoral care for the divorced. (Powers 2-3) 

Observations and Evaluation: 

I also had a story to tell. Mine came from a different point of view. I was 

originally only going to cover my work at the marriage tribunal since marriages 

and families, and pastoral care of those divorced was at the center of my project, 

prompting this workshop. However, at the urging of the Holy Spirit, I decided to 

share about my journey from a home and childhood with little or no religious 

beliefs and practices and years of illnesses and loss of loved ones to a happy 

married life and parenthood, conversion, ministry in the marriage tribunal, and 

now the completion of my Masters Degree in Pastoral Theology. 

Again, like in the case of Jon’s story, those present were able to hear and 

witness another example of God working in a person’s life calling and preparing 

them for a special ministry. These stories, as well as those shared in the small 

table groups brought the deacon candidates and their spouses to the realization 

that God comes to all of the faithful and has a task for all of us as ministers in His 

plan of salvation.  



Session 7 

Presentation: My Place in the Sun Reflection 

Session Objective: The purpose of this reflection is to prepare the deacon 

candidates and their wives to recognize the importance of God’s call to them to 

carry on His work in their ministries. 

Materials: “My Place in the Sun Reflection” (See Appendix A: 18 & 19) 

Observations and Evaluation: 

This is one of my favorite readings. It uses the imagery of Christians being 

co-creators with God. It points out that we are called to this creative and 

redemptive ministry. After their ordination, these deacons will be going back to 

their parish to help create a loving and faithful community. I thought it would be 

appropriate just before they were going to their small table groups to discuss their 

personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and their call to ministry. 

Session 8 

Presentation: Small Group/Large Group Discussion of God Call to Ministry 

Session Objective: To give the individual deacon candidates and their wives an 

opportunity to share their call from God to serve others in ministry. 

A prelude to stepping forward to answering God’s call to any ministry is 

reflection and prayer. One of the most powerful tools we have as Christians in our faith 

community is our shared experiences of our personal conversion and call by God to 

ministry. At this time, at your individual table groups, I want you to take the next 15-20  
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minutes to share when you first became aware of God’s presence in your life and His 

personal call to you to serve Him, the faith community, and others. 

Observations and Evaluation: 

At first some of the table groups were slow in beginning their conversion stories 

and call to ministry. However, they began to share with the help of the one or two 

deacon candidates and spouses who stepped up to the task and began to share their own 

stories. Once this got stated, they didn’t want to stop. Little did I know that even though 

they had been meeting for the last three years, they had never had the opportunity to 

share these wonderful stories. It was great to see their excitement. Their remarks can be 

read in the evaluations later in this report. 

This was an important exercise for the deacon candidates and spouses, because it 

helped them to see that God does call us all to ministry, and that this call comes in a way 

unique to each individual. Seeing how each person experienced this call helped 

strengthened their faith and their resolve in their commitment to the diaconate. 

When the small group sharing was finished, I asked for volunteers who would be 

willing to share their story and call to ministry. One man shared about when he and his 

wife were first married, they were blessed with a daughter. When the little girl 

approached 1 '2 years of age, she became very ill, and died. Of course the couple was 

devastated. John shared that as is often the case, their loss had its affect on the marriage, 

and they were very close to divorce. Both were in such pain that they had no energy to try 

for a long time. They got some spiritual direction and counseling, and they were able to 

save their marriage. They went on to become very active in their faith community, and 

went on to have six more children. Ted also shared. His father had been a deacon in the  
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Peoria Diocese, and he always encouraged Ted to consider the diaconate program. His 

father knew that it had to be something that Ted had to pray about and discern if that is 

where God wanted him. Ted’s father passed away, and during his grieving period, Ted 

made a Cursillo, and it was during this weekend retreat that he got God’s call to the 

diaconate program. 

The afternoon workshop ended with the deacon candidates and their spouses 

completing the two-page evaluation sheets (See Appendix 28-29) 

Part Two — April 1, 2006 

Session 1 

Presentation: ABC’s of Ministry and Interviewing 

Session Objective: The purpose of this presentation is to point out the importance of the 

role as ministers the deacon candidates and their wives will play in their parish and the 

diocese especially in the issue of the crisis of marriages and families. The importance of 

good interviewing skills is also discussed along with some helpful hints. 

Materials: “Dealing with Difficult Situations” (See Appendix A: 23 & 24) 

When last we met, we discovered that each of us had a moment where we 

surrendered to God’s call to serve Him, the Church, the faith community, society, and the 

world around us. The task of discernment to which path to take to serve is not an easy 

one for any of us. The last three years as you deacon candidates and your spouses, as 

laypersons have studied, prayed, and made a commitment, you have been prepared for a 

vast number of choices of ministries. Some of you are already serving in such ministries, 

and some of you will step out in faith and serve where God sends you.  
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Key to any ministry is the continued spiritual journey and growth with God and 

how we continue our pastoral care of those in need. All of us who make a commitment to 

ministry must first prepare ourselves for our life of ministry. We must enter into silence, 

quiet reflection, and contemplative prayer. We need to be comfortable with ourselves. 

We need to let go of our ego-self to be able to reach out to others. Through our quiet 

reflection and prayer life, we become open to God’s Spirit, knowledge, and wisdom when 

God reaches out to each of us to draw us closer into a personal relationship with Him. He 

expects us to bring others along. It becomes a Trinitarian relationship with God, others in 

the community and us as ministers. 

No doubt you know from your own experience that committing oneself to an 

overload in ministry can cause ministry burnout. In your work whether in RCIA, CDD, 

catechesis, marriage preparation, family, divorce counseling, as hospital chaplains, 

Eucharistic ministers, and other healing ministries, you will take on a whole lot of new 

responsibilities. Your personal, professional, and ministerial lives will compete for your 

time and energies. How will you find a balance in your lives and maintain your physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual well being? We can’t minister to others if we are burned 

out and empty. 

You may enter ministry ready to give your all and to make a difference in the 

lives of those in need, but you must also have an occasional reality check. All of you who 

have entered into ministry will experience difficulties, challenges and stumbling blocks 

such as illness, loss of loved ones, loss of jobs, or financial problems. You will also 

experience difficulty in your interpersonal relationships whether with family, pastors, 

parish committee, hospital administrators, or other parishioners.  
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If you are going to continue to grow personally and carry out the pastoral ministry 

Jesus began, you must follow certain guidelines, or you will burnout or not be of much 

use to anyone. These guidelines include: 1) private prayer/personal relationship with 

Jesus Christ; 2) regular participation in the Sacrament of Reconciliation and the 

Eucharist; 3) spiritual direction/support group; 4) proper diet, exercise and rest; 

5) updating of professional skills; 6) continued spiritual reading and study of Sacred 

Scripture; 7) balanced life including time with spouse, children, and grandchildren; and 

8) avoidance of the Messiah Trap or need to save everyone. 

In any ministry that involves pastoral care of others, we need to establish a caring 

and trusting relationship. If the client does not trust or believe you care, there will be no 

progress in healing or helping the client to get on with his/her life. As ministers, it is our 

responsibility to provide a safe, comfortable, and welcoming environment. This should 

take place where the minister can enter into the feelings of the client, be attentive, client- 

centered and be observant of the client’s behavior. If these attributes are present, the 

minister can put the client at ease so they can work through their issues and concerns or 

gather the essential information such as in the case of seeking an annulment or seeking to 

enter a future marriage. Once the safe and pleasant environment has been created, the 

interview can take place. The handout in the folder will give you some excellent 

suggestions for creating your environment and gathering the necessary information or 

help the client find their own answers and begin to heal. 

When meeting with clients, they must be shown respect and value as a person. As 

ministers, we must be nonjudgmental, welcoming, show interest, use good eye contract, 

project friendly and welcoming body language, as well as, facial expressions. The  
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minister needs to be able to listen well, express empathy, and to be able to understand 

their client’s facial and body language in return. 

What is body language? According to Robert Bolton’s book People Skills: How to 

Assert Yourself, Listen to Others, and Resolve Conflicts, “Since so much of interpersonal 

communication is nonverbal, the reading of body language is one of the most important 

skills of effective listening. The nonverbal elements of communications are especially 

important in understanding the other person’s feelings. This is usually unsuccessful.” (88) 

There are some helpful hints to be used in helping us to read body language when 

interviewing our clients: 1) focus attention on the most helpful clues, such as facial 

expression, vocal expression, posture, gestures and actions; 2) read non-verbal in context 

of the situation; 3) note discrepancies; and 4) be aware of your own feelings and bodily 

reactions.” (Bolton 88) Sometimes it is very clear, and at other times, it is difficult to 

decipher. In my work interviewing petitioners, I always keep a record describing the 

person’s behavior and openness during the interview. It can be helpful to note what 

makes a person confrontational or unwilling to share their feelings or the necessary 

information. 

Key to anytime we interact with someone who seeks us out with a concern, 

problem, crisis, or need is our ability as ministers to empathize. According to Bolton, it is 

easier to understand empathy if we compare it to the two terms: apathy and sympathy. 

Apathy is defined as “a lack of feeling or a lack of interest.” We are uninvolved. 

Nonverbally we are saying, “Do me a favor, and leave me alone.” We can’t be there for 

everyone, or we would not survive. We need to find somewhere between over- 

involvement and total detachment for those around us. (Bolton 270-271)  
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Sympathy is defined as “feeling for” another person in contrast to empathy which 

is “feeling with” the other person. Sympathy does not come from a position of strength, 

and is often condescending. It is a “poor thing attitude.” It weakens the person when they 

need the gift of strength. 

Empathy is walking with another person into the deepest chambers of their being 

while still maintaining some separateness. It involves experiencing the feelings of another 

without losing one’s own identity. It involves accurate response to another’s needs 

without being disabled by them. The minister senses the other’s bewilderment, anger, 

fear, love, as if it were his/her own feelings. However, if he doesn’t have the ability to 

separate his/her feelings from the client, he is no longer empathetic. (Bolton 271) The 

communication of one’s empathetic understanding is crucial. Carl Rogers said, “Empathy 

is the most effective agent we know for fostering personal growth and improving a 

person’s relationship and communications skills with others. It also encourages 

development of positive attitudes towards self.” (Bolton 272) All of these suggestions 

and tools have been crucial in the ministries of our notary-auditors around the diocese 

and for those deacons who have come before you and chosen the tribunal ministry. 

Observations and Evaluation: 

I felt that this presentation was especially important because ministry revolves 

around those being ministered to, and those doing the ministering. Each must be 

considered as individuals. The minister must provide a safe and caring environment for 

those who come for pastoral care. Being able to “read” and draw out information from a 

person who is not forthcoming is very important, and the ability to listen when they do 

talk is equally important. After being with the deacon candidates and their spouses and  
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reading their evaluations, I saw great compassion and empathy that will make them good 

listeners and pastoral care givers. 

The other side of the coin is that it is very important that the ministers take care of 

themselves so they don’t burnout. This happened to me. Burnout doesn’t help either the 

minister or the client. Ministers need to adopt a good Benedictine philosophy of a 

balanced life of prayer, work, and study. After reading the list of what these deacon 

candidates and spouses are already doing, I think they need prayer and a little more 

balance in their lives. 

Session 2 

Presentation: Helping Out the Marriage Tribunal 

Session Objective: This presentation points out the likelihood that the ordained deacons 

will be called to work with parishioners who are seeking a Declaration of Nullity, and 

provides them with a brief explanation of how to carry out that task. 

Materials: “Questions and Answers Regarding the Decree of Nullity” 
(See Appendix A: 14-17) 

In reading through your evaluation from the March 18" workshop I was amazed 

at the variety and sheer number of ministries many of you have chosen to serve God and 

the faith community. Your plans for your future ministries after ordination are also 

commendable. While I recommend you consider entering our notary-auditor program, if 

you are seriously considering a ministry in the marriage tribunal, by the nature of your 

vocation as a deacon, you will very likely be called upon by your pastor to work with 

parishioners seeking a Declaration of Nullity. If you are called upon to work with  
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parishioners on their marriage case, contact the tribunal office to get the proper forms 

needed to start a marriage case. 

You will be given a set of questions to ask the party seeking to petition the Court. 

The answers to the questions and the proper documents need to be returned to the tribunal 

to begin the judicial investigation of the previous marriage. While gathering this 

information about the lives of the couple, your second task is very important also. The 

complexity and difficulty of the annulment process makes it even more essential that as 

ministers you be a pastoral presence to those who are experiencing the pain, guilt, and 

loss of divorce. 

There is much more needed for those who experience divorce and may seek a 

Declaration of Nullity. How can we help those who are in pain, who want to remarry and 

still be able to participate in the sacraments? Better yet, how can we get to the root of the 

marriage and family crisis? Margaret Kornfeld in her book Cultivating Wholeness: A 

Guide to Care and Counseling in Faith Communities states, “While we, as ministers, 

want to help people get on with their lives, we must allow them to deal with their feelings 

whether anger, pain, or shame. The ability to feel safe in a meeting with a minister or 

counselor allows this party to express these feelings and opens the door to let go and get 

on with their life.” (192-193) Kornfeld challenges the faith community to be helpful to 

families who have been affected by divorce and find themselves confused and dealing 

with adapting their lives to a single-parent existence. (193) 

While most of my work with the marriage tribunal revolves around the annulment 

process, much thought should be given to how we can help those entering marriage from 

dysfunctional families where there was alcoholism and abuse. The odds for a successful 
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marriage become very low when such men and women come from a home with no good 

role models, or where there was no love and nurturing that helps them develop the 

necessary interpersonal skills needed in the married life and parenthood. How can we 

prepare them for a sacramental relationship? 

Kornfeld encourages the faith community to work in conjunction with those 

resources outside of the Church such as counselors, therapists, day-care centers, job 

training programs, workshops, support or social groups, and experts who can help single 

parents with their children who have special needs, as well as legal help in those 

situations where visitation and financial responsibilities are not being fulfilled. (193) 

Cormac Burke, a Canon lawyer, moralist, and theologian, in his book 

Covenanted Happiness: Love and Commitment in Marriage points out some very 

unsettling patterns and trends in today’s society concerning marriage. He states, 

“Marriage seems to have gone wrong for modern men and women. The outbreak of 

divorce all over the Western world points to a serious problem in what God has desired 

for men and women and families.” (12 ) Many blame the influence of our culture and 

society. We seem more than willing to accept dysfunctional families and divorce as our 

fate. We seem to believe more in divorce than in marriage. (Burke 12) 

In my work at the marriage tribunal, it is not unusual to see couples who entered 

their marriage believing they would spend their whole lives together but as time goes by, 

they grow apart and one day they look at each other and find they can’t stand being with 

the other person. While marriage is one of the most natural things, as many priests have 

told me, more and more couples believe that marriage is an institution that has worn out 

its usefulness. These couples tend to enter into live-in arrangements. Even those who  



49 

believe in the marriage tradition, believe living together is a good thing that will help 

them get to know each other better and help protect their future marriage against the cold 

winds of divorce. Unfortunately, statistics have shown that those who have lived together 

prior to their marriage have a higher divorce rate. 

Burke suggests that marriage may not be at fault here. It may be our own 

experience and understanding of marriage that is not right. Too often couples have 

unrealistic expectations about what marriage will be like. We often look for unlimited 

happiness where it is impossible. We expect perfection when we can only find perfection 

in God. (13) 

As you take time in a few minutes to consider, reflect, and discuss what you have 

heard and discussed both today and back on May 18™, please consider the words of Peter 

Elliott in his book What God Has Joined: The Sacramentality of Marriage. “Those who 

are called by God, are provided with the grace they need to live a Christian state of life. 

This is especially true of those called to the vocation of married Christian life.” (111) 

Elliott points out that those of us who may prepare, marry or guide young couples to 

enter the vocation of marriage and parenthood should in our time with them point out to 

them that “as man and woman called to the sacrament of marriage, that as they consecrate 

one another in marriage, God’s grace is imparted upon them.” (69) 

As ministers, we need to remember that in order to be fruitful in our time, this 

lived sacrament must be taught, defended, and proclaimed. Those preparing for their 

marriage should be disposed so that they regard their marriage as a sacrament, a divine 

work, a God-given covenant.  



Observations and Evaluation: 

This was one of those presentations that those attending wanted to go on and on. I 

could have presented a whole day just on what ministers do in the tribunal ministry, and 

how the process works. There were some there who had horror stories about family and 

friends who went through the annulment process, and those who had misconceptions 

about the work of the tribunal. Some had strong feelings about the Church intruding into 

the private lives of the faithful. Some felt that infidelity and abuse should break the bond. 

There were three or four who were ready to sign up to do tribunal ministry. 

Deacon Jon’s inspiring story showed them there was a real need for pastoral care in the 

lives of those choosing the vocation of marriage and family. Their comments on the 

evaluation sheets certainly reflect their concern. 

Session 3 

Presentation: Theological Reflection 

Session Objective: The goal of this presentation is to have the deacon candidates and 

their wives carry out a theological reflection utilizing the presentations presented during 

the two workshops to seek and create pastoral solutions for the crisis we have in 

marriages and families in the faith community. 

As I stated in my opening remarks, the purpose of these two workshops was to 

point out and educate you about the crisis we find ourselves in our marriages and families 

in our faith community. The violence, dysfunction and increasing numbers of divorces 

have created much pain, insecurity, and instability in the lives of families. The 

destruction of the family is causing destruction and instability also in our faith 

community and society.  
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It was my desire that you would see that we do not have to accept this decline in 

marriages and families. The Church down through time has provided us with pastoral 

letters by the popes and documents, especially those written at the Second Vatican 

Council to guide us and bring us back to God’s desire for us who choose marriage and 

family as our vocation. 

There is no doubt as we have shared how God has called us all to ministry and a 

personal relationship with Him and all in the faith community that you soon-to-be 

ordained deacons and your spouses, as laypersons, are being called to play a vital role in 

finding pastoral solutions to this crisis. You bring the life experience of living for many 

years in sacramental marriages, and the experiences of the ups and downs of marriage 

and parenthood. The years have brought you Christian maturity, and in recent years you 

have taken part in the formation life of becoming a deacon. Your studies have further 

instructed you in our Catholic beliefs and teachings regarding marriage and family life. 

It is for these reasons that I ask you to meet within your table groups to take the 

information that you have heard about the state of marriages and families today; the 

Sacred Scriptures and Church teachings; our shared experiences of marriage, family, and 

divorce, and using the theological reflection method of Killen and DeBeer to discuss, 

reflect and create pastoral solutions that can be utilized in your own parish and 

throughout the Diocese of Peoria. 

Observations and Evaluation: 

Since the theological reflection took place at the individual group tables, I had to 

circulate around the room and listen in. I had asked them to appoint a person to take 

notes, so I could have a record of their main points and their final pastoral solutions.  
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Some were slow in getting the discussion started. Some wanted clarification of what I 

wanted them to do. As I walked around and listened, I was glad to see that they were for 

the most part using the theological reflection method, and each person at the tables 

appeared to be contributing to the discussion, and some of the discussions got quite 

lively. 

Deacon candidates and spouses completed the April 1 evaluation forms 
(See Appendix A: 30) 

Session 4 

Presentation: Large Group Discussion of Pastoral Solutions 

Session Objective: The purpose of this presentation is to share and discuss the pastoral 

solutions created by the individual groups of deacon candidates and their wives. 

Each table chose a spokesperson, and we went around to each of the ten tables, 

and they described the pastoral solutions their group felt would be helpful in addressing 

this marital and family crisis. 

Observations and Evaluation: 

During the large group discussion, each table’s spokesman stood up and shared 

their suggestions for pastoral solutions for this crisis in marriages and families. It seemed 

to be universal that divorce will always be with us, and so the most logical direction to 

create stable and healthy marriages and families was to begin earlier in the lives of our 

children to educate them in the teachings of the Church on marriage and family, and in 

areas of sexuality and chastity; to prepare couples better; and as a part of the pre-marital 

preparation, include mentor couples who would support the young couple prior to and 

during the early years of the marriage as they adjust to their married life and work 

through marital problems.  
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Some believed couples think too much about the wedding, and not enough about 

the marriage, and the hard work and commitment needed for good sacramental marriages. 

They believed that couples need to learn how to communicate and believe many enter 

marriage with little understanding and knowledge about each other, or what marriage 

entails. 

Couple and family counseling during the marriage was seen as an area that has 

long been neglected. Couple and family support from the beginning of the marriage 

would decrease the number of marriages that will end in divorce and the need for the 

marriage tribunal. It will also create loving, healthy, and stable environments to raise 

loving, healthy, and stable children. For those who are divorced, adults and children, 

guidance and healing. 

(See the evaluation comments that follow) 

Chapter 4: Evaluation 

Since the workshop was divided into two separate Saturday afternoons, I broke 

the evaluation into two separate, two-page forms. This allowed the evaluation forms to be 

shorter, and by giving them the March 18 evaluation forms at the end of the March 18 

workshop, I felt that the information would be fresher in the minds, and their comments 

more accurate and helpful. There were 30 deacon candidates and 30 spouses for a total of 

60 participants in the workshop. Not all in attendance completed the evaluation sheets, 

and not all answered every question on the evaluation forms. In some cases, there were 

duplicate comments, so I have combined those into just one comment or statement. Those 

in attendance were told to check either “Deacon” or “Lay Minister.” I wanted to 

distinguish between the deacon candidates and their spouses. I was surprised that some of  
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the deacon candidates had difficulty marking the deacon box because they had not yet 

been ordained, and evidently they do have the opportunity to choose not to be ordained. I 

explained to them that I was just trying to distinguish between them and their wives. 

The instructions asked those present to “Please briefly describe your experience 

and share your comments regarding the following:” 

Workshop Evaluation — March 18, 2006 

The State of Marriage and Families 

“We need to help these people to make life better.” 

“We need to strengthen marriages and families because they are the 

foundation of our society.” 

“Statistics are alarming for the Church. We must continue to help people to 

understand God’s vision for them.” 

“Statistics both interesting and scary” 

“Greater need than I thought. I wish we had more time to discuss it.” 

“Nothing I didn’t know before, but still startling.” 

“There are a lot of good marriages, but also a lot of pain.” 

“Good review, but clearly illustrates the continued decay of marriage in our 

society.” 

“People marry for the wrong reasons. They don’t realize it takes a lot of hard 

work everyday.” 

“Good information. Would like to know more about the specific Catholic 

stats.” 

“Statistics reflect what we are experiencing in our own family.”  



“Critical time for all marriages, our children, and our society.” 

“It is a sad state. It is good that there is help from the tribunal.” 

“Statistics shocking! I believe we Catholic couples should be role models for 

society today.” 

“Families face many challenges today with both parents working outside the 

home. Our children are exposed to outside influences including drugs and 

alcohol.” 

“Not surprised. You only have to look around to see the problems.” 

“When marriages get into trouble, our children get into trouble. People just 

don’t realize how their decisions affect their children.” 

“Didn’t realize percentage of second marriage divorce was so high.” 

“Statistics on divorce were devastating. More people need to hear about this.” 

“Good handouts.” 

Scriptural and Church Teachings Regarding Marriage and Family 

“Quoted resources helpful and inspiring. Many don’t realize how affirming 

and positive the Church teachings are.” 

“Marriage is designed by God to be permanent, life-giving, selfless, and a 

partnership.” 

“I was raised Methodist. I think there is more emphasis on the sacramentality 

of marriage in the Catholic Church.” 

“I believe we are created man and woman to marry and to have children.” 

“I believe in the Sacrament of Marriage. It is too important to be taken as 

lightly as some of today’s young people do.”  
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“I believe the teachings are right on target, but sometimes the Church appears 

to wash their hands of those who do not conform.” 

“We need this teaching to reinforce God’s plan for lasting marital unions.” 

“Scripture teaches that marriage and family is the model of Jesus’ love for us. 

Family is the Domestic Church where unconditional love is present.” 

“It has been my experience that the Church has not provided enough training 

and teaching to help families and young couples to understand their role in 

God’s plan.” 

“Brings our Catholic faith into perspective and lifts marriage into its proper 

dignified place.” 

“These teachings helped my children to grow peacefully and securely.” 

“Reinforces what others have taught the class.” 

“I firmly believe in what the Church teaches about marriage and family. I just 

wish the rest of the world accepted it.” 

“The teaching is certainly sound, but they require those to explain and teach 

us.” 

“These teachings are very spotty in life’s experience. Not always presented to 

couples directly.” 

“There is more pre-marital training than when I was married, but it has a long 

way to go.” 

“I enjoyed the ‘personal presentation’ of what can be very dry reading of 

documents.”  
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“I believe the annulment process is good. It helps some to do some soul- 

searching.” 

“I am glad that the Church continues to provide support and programs like 

Pre-Cana and Focus testing.” 

“I got so much out of this.” 

When Church and Life Collide 

“It is important for Church to maintain its own integrity.” 

“We had a son who waited 2 2 years for an annulment.” 

“It is a painful time and process like Deacon Jon said.” 

“The Church keeps us from going off the track.” 

“When Church and life collide, we often put life first, but we need to take the 

time to research the reasons behind the Church’s thinking. We may need 

outside help to bring life and Church together.” 

“When Church and life collide, Christ always wins.” 

“We need more of an effort to show compassion and assistance to troubled 

families in general and practical day-to-day ways.” 

“This is when we truly need our faith.” 

“It can be a very hurtful and painful time in people’s lives.” 

“Takes commitment and prayer.” 

“Church and community are important and necessary aspects in one’s life.” 

“I feel the Church needs to be more sensitive to people’s situations involving 

broken marriages.” 

“Great topic! Continues to show the compassion of the Church.”  
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“The Church to me is the pillar that supports us, even though sometimes 

people feel its weighing them down.” 

“Church is beacon of light that helps bring meaning to life.” 

“We are helping a couple who are struggling with marriage problems and a 

previous divorce.” 

“Faith in God is critical.” 

“I have had to discern my own thoughts in taking the teaching authority of the 

Church to others.” 

“Jesus gave us an example to follow. If we are truly created in his image, we 

must live as he asks us to do.” 

“We need to set priorities and goals. It is important to me to have God as a 

priority and goal in everything I do in my life.” 

“This happened within our family. Our two older children married outside 

Church since they were divorced.” 

Deacon Jon Dosher’s Experience of Divorce and Annulment 

“I found Jon’s experience very moving and helpful for future ministry in this 

area. He brought out the pain people experience that go through divorce and 

annulment.” 

“I wondered how he got over being bitter with the Church.” 

“I was very moved by his story. It is much better to hear about faith and 

emotion from someone who has actually experienced it.” 

“I am in awe how God took Jon’s pain that he endured during his divorce, his 

first attempt at his annulment, and how it was turned around to his healing.”  
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“The deacon’s story made us feel like the Church can forgive and help those 

who are faithful.” 

“Very brave of him to share what is obviously something that still affects him 

emotionally. I was inspired by his hard work and impressed by his devotion to 

his Catholic wife.” 

“I have been here when my marriage broke down after 20 years. I got an 

annulment, but it was a difficult time.” 

“Very touching to see the perseverance of Jon and his wife.” 

“Excellent witness talk that provides good information that I can relate to 

when counseling others.” 

“Touching and wonderful. Makes me want to help in the tribunal office.” 

“Most helpful presentation in understanding the frustration of the collision 

between Church and an individual’s life.” 

“I think Jon’s experience is more common than we realize.” 

“Jon’s story was truly amazing. I was truly able to understand and experience 

his pain.” 

“Amazing how they prayed to God and stayed loyal.” 

“Amazing how the pain in his voice regarding his divorce changed to the joy 

of his baptism, confirmation, and marriage in the Church.” 

“Jon’s amazing experience shared will help others find peace and healing.” 

“I have been there. I felt the pain when my parents got divorced when I was 

16 years old, and my wife of 9 years left our marriage with our 3-year old 

child.”  



“These stories need to be shared.” 

“It is obvious that the annulment process does not always go smoothly. Jon 

was a good example of patience and faith needed.” 

“It provided an insight I have never experienced, but gave me hope that God 

works in our lives.” 

“Jon’s story brought me to tears. It gave me more sympathy for those who 

can’t receive the Eucharist.” 

“Very good and effective at illustrating the need to be a compassionate 

listener. As deacons, we need to remember these things. Judging is not our 

job, loving is.” 

“Wow! What a humbling story.” 

Cheryl’s Call To Ministry in the Marriage Tribunal 

“You can see the hand of God in Cheryl’s life.” 

“God places people where He wants them to be.” 

“Cheryl’s patience touched my heart.” 

“Thanks for helping us see a compassionate side of the Church when dealing 

with those types of issues.” 

“Tells me if one listens to God, one can do everything.” 

“It is a fascinating mystery, and a visible sign of God’s presence in our life.” 

“It seems that God has truly called her.” 

“A true calling to serve God fostered before she even knew He was calling 

22 

her.  
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“I appreciate your sharing. I’m looking forward to our next class. Helping in 

this area is something I’ve been interested in.” 

“Fascinating, another inspiring story of God’s actual grace in our lives.” 

“It is interesting to see how others discern their call to ministry.” 

“You go, girl!” 

“A thoughtful journey.” 

“This has been an eye-opening experience for me!” 

“Wonderful witness. Emphasis on how God works in our life for our good.” 

“She surrendered her will, and it changed her life.” 

“Quite a trip you took to get there. Appreciate your commitment to the 

tribunal and your education.” 

“It is wonderful to see people like Cheryl serving in the tribunal.” 

“Great witnessing. God truly was calling her over the many years. Thanks for 

saying “yes.” 

“God works in mysterious and unexpected ways. I found this to be especially 

true in working with the WATCH Program in our parish.” 

“I really enjoyed this.” 

“I respect Cheryl’s perseverance in having faith in God for all those difficult 

years and continuing her journey closer to God.” 

Small/Large Group Sharing of God’s Call to Ministry 

eo “You can see God in all people’s lives.” 

e “Always good to hear someone’s story and to tell our own.” 

e “This helped me to know our diaconate family and community more.”  
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“’ heard Jesus call me to serve at my Cursillo weekend. In serving Jesus, I 

have grown in my love for him and his people.” 

“After 40 years, I realized that I feel complete when I worship. I praise the 

Lord by serving others.” 

“This was another uplifting experience.” 

“It was moving to hear others’ reasons of being in the same place as I find 

myself.” 

“Gave us a chance to hear one another’s life experience, and how God called 

each of us to be His chosen servants.” 

“Got to know my tablemates at a much deeper level.” 

“Good. We never get enough time or opportunity to talk about what God has 

done for us.” 

“Wished we could do more of this.” 

“Many of us begun our call to ministry as an out-growth of our Cursillo 

experience.” 

“I had not heard people’s stories. They were all unique and opened a new way 

of relating to the people at our table and beyond.” 

“Everyone has a beautiful story of how they were brought closer to the 

Church and their call to ministry.” 

“I loved this. Also loved the inspiring stories of the two who shared in large 

group.” 

“This certainly strengthened the bond of our diaconate community.”  
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e “This diaconate program has so many spiritual people. I feel blessed to be a 

part of it.” 

Please answer the following questions regarding your experience as ministers: 

a) What kinds of ministry have you been called to? 

*CHRP, diaconate program, training altar servers, nursing homes, Bible Scripture 

Group Leader, TEC Leader, Cursillo, WATCH Committee, Prison Ministry, Hospital 

Chaplain, Marriage Preparation, First Communion and Confirmation Preparation, 

Disaster Relief, Scout Chaplain, Altar & Rosary Society, Hospice, Trustee, Lector, 

Adult Faith Formation, Prayer Group, Marriage Encounter, Church Secretary, Youth 

Ministry, Parish Council, Worship Committee, Catholic Charities Board, Usher, 

Elizabeth Ministry, Choir, Marriage and Family Life Ministry, RCIA, CCD 

* All of the ministries listed by participants with many involved in several 

b) Please describe your period/method of discernment in accepting this ministry. 

e “Observing the needs of others, and God just leads me to them.” 

“Fought it for years, and finally decided to listen to God’s will.” 

“Took me 10 years to answer God’s call to the diaconate.” 

“Prayer and studying of scriptures. Keeping eyes open to where I am needed.” 

“Discernment became easier for me when I just let go and saw what others 

needed.” 

“I pray to God to help me see where He wants me.” 

“Prayer before the Blessed Sacrament.”  
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“My pastor asked me to pray on whether I should enter the diaconate program.” 

“God always shows me the way!” 

“I first pray, and then get advice from family, friends, clergy, and spiritual 

director.” 

“Was hesitant about diaconate program because I was not sure I was holy 

enough.” 

“Pastor asked me 20 years ago to consider diaconate program, and it took me this 

long to say, ‘Yes.”” 

“I let God lead me.” 

“I have had life-long directions from God. I think I am where God wants me.” 

“Sometimes God’s voice is hard to hear, but I don’t give up listening.” 

“For a long time I felt called to prison ministry, but was afraid. I finally let go, 

and it has been the most freeing experience I have ever felt.” 

“For years I got this urging to serve, to teach, to share my faith.” 

“I try to take one step at a time seeking guidance and a sign of what God wants 

me to do.” 

“I debated for years whether I should enter the diaconate program, but then ran 

out of excuses. Then I knew God must want me here.” 

“I observed a lot of people in their ministries, and finally was led to help people at 

a Cursillo.” 

“I didn’t have a 2 x 4 moment, but it gradually became apparent after my Cursillo 

weekend.”  
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“My call came after a long period of domestic problems and difficult times. My 

guidance came from Bible study and support group.” 

“Before Bob’s dad’s death (his dad was a deacon), we saw first-hand the value of 

this ministry.” 

“I always pray when I need to discern. When Dave decided to enter this ministry, 

I prayed some more, and decided that my place was in supporting his journey.” 

“I felt called to the Catholic Church after 37 years of marriage and not converting. 

Since then I can’t do enough to make up for those years of inactivity.” 

“My years of helping out with the youth ministry drew me even more towards the 

ministry.” 

“My support of my husband allows him to put all of his energies into being a 

deacon.” 

“My husband discerned for years about entering this program, but now I know 

that the whole program is an exercise in discernment.” 

“I feel God blessed me with gifts I should use.” 

“It was a slow discernment period. It took a lot of prayers to help me to walk out 

of my comfort zone.” 

c) What gifts/skills do you think you brought to this/these ministry/ministries? 

“Being raised in a dysfunctional family helps me to be able to relate to other 

people’s problems.” 

“I can listen and help people tell their story. I am compassionate.” 

“Love and compassionate.” 

“I am still discerning this.”  



“Compassion, and a great love for Jesus.” 

“People skills.” 

“Willing to do it with a lot of love.” 

“I have the gift of love and empathy. My smile is always present and contagious.” 

“Empathy and compassion.” 

“Good communication skills. Compassionate and caring.” 

“I am open and accepting.” 

“Leadership skills. Good at helping people process their situation and make the 

best decision.” 

“The ability to make people feel welcomed and included.” 

“Good listener and confidential.” 

“Love of God and people.” 

“Ability to learn, to listen, teach, and advise.” 

“I can be a caring presence, a good listener.” 

“Organizational and planning skills.” 

“Systematic and academic.” 

“I am a recovering alcoholic. I believe some of the immature can relate to me.” 

“Ability to serve. Food service management and production.” 

“Help married couples open themselves up to God’s grace.” 

“I have been a social worker for 32 years. Good at fixing problems.” 

“Years of self-study especially in the area of apologetics.” 

“Life-long devotion to God. A sense of humor.” 

“Patience in working with children.”  



eo “People seek me out to tell me their story.” 

oe “A gift of music.” 

eo “Nursing skills.” 

d) What has been your experience of serving or ministering to others? 

e “God has blessed me more than I deserve.” 

“Rewarding.” 

“When you help people you get back more than you give.” 

“I have seen God at prison and I am constantly amazed to see him at work.” 

“Very fulfilling.” 

“It is great to serve God as much as I can.” 

“Very fulfilling, complete, humbling, exciting, and full of many, many blessings.” 

“Shalom, my God, Shalom!” 

“Uplifting.” 

“Joy, fear, frustration, fulfillment, anger.” 

“Generally positive experiences. Rewarding for myself and others I serve.” 

“Wonderful watching people get in touch with feelings & break down barriers.” 

“Helped to deepen my own faith.” 

“Enjoyed seeing others overcome frustration and doubts.” 

“Journeying with others, you will take a journey yourself.” 

“Despair flees where there is faith and someone who cares” 

“Beyond my wildest dreams. Gifts have been unexpected and marvelous.” 

“I have felt God’s presence.” 

“As church secretary, I have been a sounding board for many.”  



“Sometimes very rewarding, and sometimes very frustrating.” 

“Most people are grateful.” 

“I have gained much by being a part of RCIA.” 

Workshop Evaluation — April 1, 2006 

Please describe your experience and share your comments regarding: 

Interviewing and ministry 

oe “A handout with body language items to look for would be helpful.” 

“Need to let the couples know what a marriage entails.” 

“A lot more tribunal work in our diocese than I expected.” 

“We met with friends discussing their options when they were considering 

divorce.” 

“My personal experience with interviewing is related to RCIA.” 

“To be successful one must create an accepting, non-judgmental environment.” 

“Listening generously.” 

“I like being real honest with people.” 

“I have no experience in interviewing others in marriage and divorce situations.” 

“What is most important is you must be a person who is approachable and 

friendly.” 

“Communications must be confidential.” 

“Interview must be comfortable.” 

“Focus your attention on person and be a generous listener.” 

“Skill of listening is most important.”  



“Want more detail, but good overview of process.” 

“Handout sheet very helpful.” 

“Want specific directions.” 

“Must be knowledgeable in order to make informed statements.” 

“This is fascinating.” 

“My parish experience has shown me that listening is the most important.” 

“Good to give attention to environment.” 

“Ideas have been very helpful.” 

“Interview may set a person’s perception of the Church.” 

“I hope I have shown empathy and have made helpful suggestions.” 

“Be patient and compassionate.” 

“Sometimes people need a place to vent and share their experience, problems, and 

joys.” 

No comments. Last minute change in presentation. 

Small/Large Group Pastoral Solutions 

e “Reach out to couples of divorced for healing and re-education for children in 

what healthy marriages should be.” 

“For pre-Cana preparation couples should also do follow up.” 

“Talking as a group to find solutions is always a rewarding experience.” 

“Education, preparation, Follow-up.” 

“We need to strengthen the family and family values at every stage of 

development or cradle to grave.”  



70 

“Some divorce is unavoidable, but if we can show our children what marriage 

is everyday.” 

“We can reduce these problems.” 

“Some work can be done inside of the institutional church, but most work 

takes place between mother/father and daughter/son.” 

“Our CCD/RCIA/Sacrament preparation should involve family.” 

“More talk about what the couple is getting themselves into.” 

“Help them understand what marriage is.” 

“Be an example to the couples from own marital experiences.” 

“Talk about money issues because it can become a large problem.” 

“Establish a mentoring program for young couples before and after they are 

married.” 

“Have mentoring couples go with soon-to-be married couples to pre-Cana.” 

“Education at young age.” 

“More forthright education about sexuality/creation and partnership with God, 

the creator of life.” 

“Brain-storming in group setting is very helpful when attempting to resolve 

difficult issues such as these.” 

“Group discussion with peers may be helpful, depending on the level of 

comfort of a couple or individual.” 

“Must start with the youth during their developmental years.” 

“Best way to address what problems to avoid in marriage, such as divorce, is 

to start at an early age. Educate! Educate! Educate!”  



“Focus on the Sacrament of Marriage.” 

“Church must have genuine concern for those of all ages choosing marriage.” 

“Brain-storming appears to be most productive towards solutions.” 

“Main solutions seems to be in the preparation for marriage.” 

“Great experience in discussion about solutions.” 

“More follow-up with newly weds.” 

“More guidance from church in stabilizing marriages.” 

“Having respect for each other.” 

“Young people need positive self-image at junior high age to adulthood.” 

“With the use of well-structured education program, full participation by 

pastors, deacons, lay ministers, in order to model healthy marriages and 

family life.” 

“Need more uniform marriage preparations in parishes throughout diocese.” 

“Teaching better communications skills.” 

“Curriculum designed for marital and family life uniformly used on diocese 

levels.” 

“Teaching of parental skills.” 

“More guidance on vocational options such as married life, single life, and 

religious life.” 

“More sexuality and chastity information and guidance.” 

“Marriage and family education good idea as part of confirmation 

preparation.” 

“Need to work together. Responsibility should not fall on just a few.”  
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eo “More evaluation of couple being prepared and a good realistic look at family 

background to see if there are red flags.” 

What part do you think the Church/Faith Community should play in the issues 

regarding marriages and families? 

eo “To develop methods to use in educating an understanding of the sacrament of 

marriage.” 

“Help model the behavior that sustains a flourishing marriage.” 

“Help persons see and experience how marriage can transform our journey to 

holiness.” 

“To prepare mentoring groups who can help newly-weds strengthen their 

marriages and avoid divorce.” 

“Church support for divorced, including welcoming the separated and 

divorced within church-centered activities.” 

“Help provide programs to help in healing of the children of divorced 

families. Such as Big Brother/Sister Programs.” 

“Isn’t the Church supposed to be a place of acceptance, forgiveness, and 

healing?” 

“Non-judgmental environment.” 

“Marriage as a sacrament should play an important part in our faith 

community.” 

“Support groups.” 

“Mentor and support groups to help couples making an adjustment in their 

new marriage should never feel alone.”  
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“We need a balance between the Church teachings and practical guidance 

when it comes to living day-to-day marital and family life.” 

“We should encourage involvement of the Education/Catechesis Department 

in the preparation for marriage.” 

“Newly-wed-centered faith building activities.” 

“We need to meet people where they live, work, and play.” 

“Sadly, people not in the faith community are being left out.” 

“The Church should play an integral part in marriages and families.” 

“Marriage is ordained by God.” 

“There needs to be a balance between not being intrusive and being 

available.” 

“Recommend professional counseling when needed.” 

“Frank discussion of marriage must include how a real relationship works.” 

“Couples need to know that a good marriage takes a lot of effort.” 

“Church needs to use its deacons and laity to be proactive in helping newly 

married couples.” 

“Church should have workshops to teach teachings on marriage and family.” 

“More active support by Church before, during, and in case of divorce.” 

“As Catholics, our very existence relies on the faith community.” 

“Church should be center of formation for couples and families.” 

“Parish should offer a faith mission week-end at least once every 3 years on 

the responsibility of being a Christian parent; Christian practices in home; 

parental involvement in lives of their children.”  
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“Need parental involvement in education children about marriage and family 

with Church to supplement or fulfill task when parental involvement is absent 

such as in divorced families.” 

“Church must foster the grace and sacramental aspects of marriage.” 

“Just like the Eucharist, we must understand the truth and teaching of 

marriage to help counter the negative influences of the secular culture.” 

“Conduct on-going marriage enrichment and divorced programs at parish 

levels.” 

“Integrating divorced families into parish life.” 

“Church should be God’s voice and example for others to follow and build 

on.” 

“Church and priest should be guide to the people, couples, family in regard to 

morality and ethics.” 

“Renewal program for couples from time to time.” 

“All families need the faith to survive. Church, as village, to be part of the 

support, love, education and spiritual growth of a healthy family and 

community.” 

“Enlist laity couples to help those struggling in their marriages and families. 

Experience is worth a million dollars!” 

“Church should utilize gifts of its members to help people in everyday 

practical tasks, such as financial management. Money causes a lot of 

problems.”  
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“Need more preaching from the pulpit about the needs of married couples and 

families.” 

“Help families pray together in order to stay together.” 

“Programs, liturgies, and family activities to encourage stability and 

functionalism in marriages and families.” 

What part of the pastoral solution in these areas do you see yourself playing in the 

years ahead in your ministry? 

“To educate married couples on the essence and mystery of marriage.” 

“On-going evangelization.” 

“Listening to their stories.” 

“Spiritual direction.” 

“Preparing couples for marriage.” 

“Follow-up with couple mentoring.” 

“Marriage is basis of faith community, needs attention.” 

“Marriage encounter or marriage enrichment.” 

“Help teach.” 

“Help people one-on-one.” 

“As a deacon, I have experience in helping in the faith community and 

families.” 

“As a married person and parent, I can meet others where they are and 

understand problems from first-hand experience.” 

“Do marriage counseling.”  
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“Talk and teach our young people about the sacredness of marriage and 

family.” 

“Young people are sexually active too young. I want to help in teaching 

sexuality and chastity classes.” 

“Pre-Cana.” 

“Conducting proactive ministry for married persons/families.” 

“Youth education.” 

“Marriage and baptismal preparation and CCD and RCIA.” 

“Big Brother and Sister Program.” 

“Help setting up couple mentoring program.” 

“Create and initiate adult enrichment and formation program.” 

“Coordinating the integration of widowed, separated, and divorced persons 

and families in parish life.” 

“Bringing God’s love and healing to the sick and dying.” 

“Parish workshop/talks to address troubled marriages and dysfunctional 

families.” 

“Tribunal ministry.” 

“Hospice ministry.” 

“Home visitation ministry.” 

“Taking communion to homebound.” 

“Where God leads me.” 

“Cursillo and TEC.” 

“Confirmation Retreat.”  



“Be a good example for other married couples and parents.” 

6. At this time what are your plans for ministry after the diaconate program and 

ordination is over? 

“Reach out to young people in parish.” 

“Help people develop holiness.” 

“Teaching and marriage preparation.” 

“RCIA, confirmation and adult education.” 

“I am open to all that God and the Church wishes.” 

“Whatever God and the bishop calls me to do.” 

“Reach out to people who have left the Church.” 

“I seem to be heading towards hospice work and RCIA.” 

“Do whatever my pastor wants me to do.” 

“I’m in a very small parish and a mission parish, so as a deacon I will have a 

lot to do.” 

“Waiting for the urging of the Holy Spirit.” 

“Start a marriage and family enrichment program.” 

“Liturgy planning.” 

“Mentoring program.” 

“Lecturing and marriage preparation.” 

“As a nurse, educating faith community in health issues.” 

“Marriage counseling.” 

“Notary-auditor in annulment ministry.” 

“Some kind of pastoral care.”  



“Helping Father with PMI Evaluation.” 

“Help those who feel alienated and separated from Church to feel welcomed.” 

“Nursing home ministry.” 

“Eucharistic minister and taking communion to homebound.” 

“Bible study and prayer group.” 

e “Sacramental preparations.” 

The two-part workshop went very well. It was not without its problems. The 

director of the diaconate program asked at the March 18" workshop if I would expand on 

what would be entailed if these soon-to-be ordained deacons would be asked by their 

pastors to work with persons seeking a Declaration of Nullity. Although I had talked 

many times about the annulment process, his request required me to re-arrange my next 

presentation and make changes to my workshop schedule and the April 1* evaluation 

sheets. 

One problem that came up during the various sessions was that once we got into 

some of the topics, those present wanted to have longer discussions within the small table 

groups and the large group sharing. Because of time restraints, this was not always 

possible. I think that in future deacon formation classes they should consider more 

opportunities to do this brain-storming/theological reflection. I was delighted that the 

small group sharing session concerning their personal relationship with Jesus Christ and 

their call to ministry was so popular and welcomed. I learned that even after three plus 

years of formation, they had never shared these personal faith stories. This was so 

surprising to me. After all doesn’t the history of the Church and our faith community  
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revolve around the telling and sharing of our own personal faith experience and call to 

continue and carry out the ministry of Jesus Christ? 

The previous pages of data collected and collated, as well as the summary of 

pastoral solutions created and presented at the large group sharing at the end of the April 

1% workshop present a detailed evaluation of what I envisioned and wanted to present in 

this workshop. It demonstrated that the deacon candidates and their spouses recognized 

the complicated and complex marital and family crisis that our faith community is 

experiencing. They acknowledged the importance of Sacred Scripture and the Church 

teachings in providing God’s vision for marriage and family, and they recognized the 

need to take action through their various ministries after their ordinations. As stated 

previous, they presented their suggestions for pastoral solutions in our final session, a 

large group sharing. 

The evaluation of this project will be completed with my own personal 

theological reflection that follows. 

 



Chapter 5: Theological Reflection 

June is traditionally the most popular month for weddings. My local Sunday paper always 

has several pages of pictures of smiling brides and grooms looking forward to their future life 

together. Unfortunately, statistics show that in the United States over 50% of these marriages 

will end in divorce. Of those choosing to marry for the second time 60% will end in divorce. As 

an advocate working for the marriage tribunal preparing people to petition the Court for a 

possible Declaration of Nullity, I am privy to the most intimate details of peoples’ lives and pain. 

I have worked with petitioners who have no clue to what a true sacramental marriage means. I 

have ministered to those who are so psychologically damaged that they are incapable of entering 

into a loving, mutually, sharing marital bond opened to children. 

Over the last 12 years, I have seen this marital and family crisis only grow worse. 

Marriage and family are the foundation of our faith community and our society. When there is a 

breakdown in this foundation, it also affects the faith community and society. There are those 

who believe that the traditional marriage between a man and woman committed to lifetime love 

of one another and openness to the procreation and nurturing of children has outlived its 

usefulness. Are we destined to become victims of the marital and family crisis? Are we doomed 

to become one of the statistics? It was in light of this concern that I decided to seek some 

answers to my questions, and to look to what can be done to reverse this negative and destructive 

trend. 

Through out the years since I began my ministry at the tribunal, I have grown not only in 

my faith life, but also in my understanding of the Catholic Church and its traditions and 

teachings. I recognize that the state of marriage and family we are seeing in society and in our 

faith community is not what God has planned for us. John Paul II in his Familiaris Consortio  
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states, “The family must look toward God, the Creator and Redeemer, and His plan to find our 

identity and mission in life.” ... “The family has a mission to guard, reveal, and communicate 

love.” ... “As a family we need to form a community of persons serving life, participating in the 

development of society, and sharing in the life and mission of the Church.” (FC 17) 

The more I was exposed to the plight of dysfunctional and broken couples and families, 

the more I was drawn to and challenged to seek some kind of change in the direction that will 

lead us back to a faith community of loving and caring marriages and families. As I grew in my 

knowledge of Sacred Scriptures and the doctrines and teachings of the Church, I was led to the 

realization that as one who chose the vocation of marriage and family, I was choosing the gift 

and mission that God, my Creator and Redeemer, had planned for me. It was the redemptive plan 

that He created for all who seek the vocation of marriage and family. 

Once I began to understand what God wanted for the faithful, the question became, 

“What can I do as an individual to make a difference, to bring about a change in the lives of 

those entering marriage and parenthood, and those who need to find healing and acceptance in 

the Church?” As part of the faith community, the Body of Christ, I knew that God created us as a 

people meant to live in a community of persons, and it was this community of the persons that 

He expects us to find support, guidance, and love. This means that we, as individuals, the faith 

community, and the Church have a moral and spiritual obligation to offer support, guidance, 

love, forgiveness, and healing to all persons, but especially to those who are suffering. 

For many years our diocese has conducted deacon formation classes. With the growing 

shortage of priests, and the call of the Vatican II Council for a greater participation of the laity in 

ministries, dozens of married and widowed men have answered the call to serve the Church 

through a variety of ministries in their parishes around the Diocese of Peoria. These holy and  
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committed men and their spouses bring their gifts of knowledge, but also their gifts of experience 

as men and women who have been married and raised a family. This, in its self, has made them 

very well suited for the ministry for married couples and families. It was for this reason that I 

saw the soon-to-be ordained deacons and their wives as my primary audience to get the message 

out about the crisis of marriages and families, and the need to find pastoral solutions to redirect 

us back to God’s plan for our lives. This became my pastoral project. 

Since I was faced with the restraints of time because of their pending ordination, I 

decided that a workshop presented to the deacon candidates and their spouses would at least give 

me a chance to plant the seeds and challenge them to take up the cause of this crisis as they go 

back to their individual parishes as the newly ordained. Who better to get the message out? I 

used the Killen and DeBeer Theological Reflection Method to address the crisis of marriage and 

family in our faith community; to discuss this concern in light of Church wisdom and doctrines; 

and in light of the need for change, the deacon candidates and their spouses were able to create 

pastoral solutions that will hopefully be initiated at a later date throughout the Diocese of Peoria. 

To prepare those in attendance, a series of sessions addressing the state of marriage and family, 

the Sacred Scriptures and Church teachings regarding marriage and family, and the call to 

ministry were presented by myself and Deacon Jon Dosher who shared his inspiring story of 

healing and conversion. 

This project allowed me to provide the 30 deacon candidates and their spouses with the 

tool of theological reflection that can be utilized on an individual and personal level, as well as 

within larger groups of people. It allowed them to see how they can address serious issues and 

concerns as a community that brings to the decision making process, the wisdom and  
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experiences of many, as well as the wisdom and teachings of the Church. It is within this process 

that the need for change can be addressed, and pastoral solutions can be created. 

This project gave those in attendance the opportunity to address their personal 

relationships with God, their call to ministry, the realization that God is present and works in all 

of our lives, and they were given the opportunity to find inspiration and renewed commitment in 

serving God, the Church, and the faith community. They saw that as ministers they will be 

sharing their stories and listening to the stories of those to whom they minister. They saw that in 

order to be effective ministers, they need to nourish their spiritual life, and find balance in their 

personal, professional, and ministerial lives. While compassion and committed to their clients 

and ministry is commendable, it can also led to ministry burnout. They saw through Jon’s story 

the pain of divorce and difficult journey through the annulment process. But they also saw the 

patience, perseverance, love, and commitment between Jon and his wife that led to Jon’s 

conversion and his call to the tribunal ministry. I believe that in all these aspects, the deacon 

candidates and their spouses were able to see that they are being called to play an important role 

in the various ministries of our diocese, especially in those related to marriage and family. This 

met one of my original goals in the planning of this project. 

During our discussions and interactions, it became apparent that these men and women 

are very compassionate and caring people. Nearly everyone in attendance is already involved in 

a ministry, and some in many ministries. It also became apparent that like many, the deacon 

candidates and their spouses were not knowledgeable about the workings of the marriage 

tribunal and how the process is carried out. While they embrace and accept the Church’s 

teachings regarding the essential elements of marriage: permanence, fidelity, partnership, and 

openness to children, they are critical of the power and workings of the tribunal and the effects  
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of its rulings on the lives of the faithful. Like many petitioning the Court, especially those whose 

cases are rejected or not resolved, they had a difficult time justifying the work and mission of the 

tribunal with their Christian beliefs, and what they perceive as a loving and compassionate God 

and Jesus Christ. A call to ministering to those in need also calls for the reality that as a minister 

of the Catholic Church you become the face and policy of the Church. 

According to The Catechism of the Catholic Church, “The family is the community in 

which, from childhood, one can learn moral values, begin to honor God, and make good use of 

freedom. Family life is an initiation into life in society.” (CC 2207) “The Christian family is a 

communion of persons, a sign and image of the communion of the Father and the Son in the 

Holy Spirit. In the procreation and education of children it reflects the Father’s work of creation. 

It is called to partake of the prayer and sacrifice of Christ.” ... “The relationships within the 

family bring an affinity of feelings, affections and interests, arising above all from the members’ 

respect for one another.” (CC 2205-2206) 

The above teachings on marriage and family are where we are called to be if we are to 

fulfill God’s desire for us. A lack of knowledge and direction, as well as our tendency towards 

sin has taken us away from our true calling. Through the process of the theological reflection, the 

deacon candidates and their spouses addressed these issues, turned to the guidance of the Church 

and its Sacred Scriptures and teachings, and concluded that divorce and sin will always be with 

us, but we can attack the problem of divorce and dysfunctional family life by approaching it 

through evangelization, education, and continued mentoring and pastoral care both prior to and 

during marriage. 

For those who are wounded and suffering from the ramifications of divorce and 

dysfunctional environments, the Church must provide them with the proper pastoral care,  
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programs and workshops that address their marital and family needs, counseling and the 

opportunity to approach the Sacrament of Reconciliation. “For those families who cannot fulfill 

their responsibilities we have the obligation to direct them to the proper agencies and 

professional” (CC 2209) 

In a world where war, violence, and religious intolerance takes the lead in grabbing our 

attention, we, as Christians and ministers need to recognize the destruction and pain that is in our 

own homes, faith community, and in the society around us. As the deacon candidates and their 

wives who took part in my pastoral project complete their formation and are ordained, they will 

take a new understanding and concern to the far corners of the diocese. I believe that they will be 

seeing marriage and family life through more caring and compassionate eyes. They will also 

recognize that in cooperation with their pastors, diocesan agencies and programs, other 

parishioners, and psychological, social, and legal agencies in their communities, they will led the 

way to change and reform in the evangelization, education, and preparation of those who will 

choose marriage and family as their vocation. They will also provide acceptance, love, empathy, 

and healing to those who have been wounded by sin, the destruction of divorce, and those who 

feel abandoned and alienated by the Catholic Church. 
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WORKSHOP SCHEDULE - MARCH 18, 2006 

2:00 - Introduction 

A Call to Ministry — The Deacon’s Role in Pastoral Solutions 

A) The State of Marriage and Families 

B) Biblical and Church Teachings on Marriage and Families 

0) When Church and Life Collide 

2:30 - Deacon Jon Dosher and His Experience with Divorce and Annulment 

3:00-3:15 - Break 

3:15 - 3:30 — My Call to Ministry in the Marriage Tribunal 

3:30 - 3:40 - Reflection on My Place in the Sun 

3:40 —- 3:55 - Small Group Discussion - Your Personal Call to Discipleship and Service to 

Others 

3:55 -4:05/4:10 - Large Group Sharing 

4:10 — 4:15 - Instructions Regarding Evaluations  
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WORKSHOP SCHEDULE - APRIL 1, 2006 

Ministry, Interviewing Skills, Healing Reflection, & Pastoral Solutions 

2:00 — Review and Goals 

2:15 - 3:00 - The ABC’s of Ministry and Interviewing 

¢ Your call to ministry 

¢ What is important in interviewing/listening? (Characteristics) 

3:00 — 3:15 — Break 

3:15 — 3:25 — Called to the Tribunal Ministry in your parish 

3:25 — 4:10 — Small/Large Group on Pastoral Solutions/Evaluation — Theological 

Reflection 

Small group discussion 

Go around the table allowing each person to suggest area of problems in 
marriages and families that need a pastoral solution. 

Pick one specific area of concern, and discuss possible solutions recognizing the 

availability of other sources that can help in initiating changes and 
solutions/taking into consideration Church teachings and laws 

Create a brief outline of suggestions and ultimate goals 

Complete evaluation forms 

Large group sharing - 4:15 — Closing Prayer 
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Theological Reflection 

  

EXPERIENCE: Flow of peo le, pl places, events, materia conditions, 

Scripture, doctri ine, 
history, popular lore 

ULTUF at oo N Aeon 
Ideas and artifacts ~/ Actions, thoughts, 

Social structure ~~ / feelingsin one's lived| 
Pe cal environment ~~ narrative   

POS| ITIONS 
One's convictions, 
beliefs, opinions 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION* 

Framework for Theological Reflection: 

1) Focusing on some aspect of experience (sources as aspects of experience). 

2) Describing that experience to identify the heart of the matter. 

3) Exploring the heart of the matter in conversation with the wisdom of the Christian 

heritage (includes questions from Christian themes and material from tradition 

source). 

Identifying from the conversation new truth and meaning for living. 

Insights that lead to action. 

*From The Art of Theological Reflection by Patricia O’Connell Killen and John 

DeBeer 
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U.S. DIVORCE STATISTICS* 
(2002 except where noted) 

Marriage and Divorce: 

Total divorces granted in 1997 — 1,163,000 Percentage of population married 59% 
(down from 62% in 1990, 72% in1970) 

Percentage never married: 24% 

Percentage that is divorced: 10% (up from 8% in 1990, 6% in 1980) 

Median age at first marriage: Males: 26.9; Females: 25.3 
Median age at first divorce: Males: 30.5; Females: 29 
Median age at second marriage: Males 34; Females: 32 

Median age at second divorce: Males 39.3; Females: 37 
Median duration of first marriages that end in divorce: Males 7.8 years; Females 7.9 years 
Median duration of second marriages that end in divorce: Males 7.3 years; Females 6.8 years 

Median number of years people wait to remarry after first divorce: Males 3.3 years; Females 3.1 

years 
Percentage of married people who reach 5%, 10%, 15" 25% 35% 50® Anniversary: 

5%: 82%; 10™: 65%; 15™: 52%; 25™: 33%; 35™ 20%; 50™: 5% 

Likelihood of new marriages ending in divorce in 1997: 43% 

Percentage of all householders who are unmarried in 2000: 48% 
Percentage of weddings which are remarriages for at least one partner in 1997: 43% 
Percentage of first marriages that end in divorce in 1997: 50% 

Percentage of remarriages that end in divorce in 1997: 60% 

Number of married couples (2000): 56, 497,000 
People who divorced in (2000): Males: 8,572,000 (8.3%); Females: 11,309,000 (10.2%) 

Percentage of people that married under age of 20 who eventually get divorced as of 1995: 40% 
Percentage of people that married over the age of 25 who eventually get divorced as of 1995: 24% 

Percentage of people not affiliated with any religious group who eventually divorced (1995): 46% 

Percentage of women whose parents were divorced who get divorced within 10 years (1995): 43% 
Percentage of women whose parents stayed together who divorced (1995) 29% 

Number of unmarried couples living together (2000) 5.5 million 
Percentage of couples living together more than 5 years who marry (1995): 70% 

Number of people divorcing each year as of 1997: 2.5 million 

Drop in standard of living of females after divorce as of 2000: 45% 
Number of women stalked by a husband or ex-husband every year as of 1997: 380,000 

Number of men stalked by a wife or ex-wife every year as of 1997: 52,000 

Number of children in new divorces each year as of 1997: 1 million 
Percentage of parents who had never married in 1998: Males: 35%; Females: 42% 
Percentage of households that are family households: 68.8% 
Percentage of households with children with only one parent in 1998: 27% 

Percentage of all households run by single moms: 9.2%; Single dads: 1.9% 

Number of single parents in 1998: Males 2.04 million; Females 9.68 million 
Estimated number of children involved in divorce in 1997: 1, 0275,000  
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Children under 18 years of age living with just one parent in 1998: 20 million (28% 
Percentage of children under 18 years of age living with both parents (2002):69% 
Percentage of children living with single-parent homes-single mothers in 1998: 84% 
Total single mothers raising four or more children: 475,000 
Percentage of children (by race) living in two-parent households in 1998: 

White: 74%; Black: 36%; Hispanic: 64% 

Percentage of children with single parents (by gender) earning under $12,500 in 1998: 

Living with fathers: 17%; Living with mothers: 41% 

Single-parent children living in metropolitan areas in 1997: 14.5 million 

In cities with populations of 1 million or more in 1997: 9.2 million 

Percentage of births which were to unmarried women in 1997: 32% 
Percentage of women with kids before marriage who were divorced within 10 years as of 

1995: 50% 

In 1996, children of divorce were 50% more likely than their counterparts from intact families to 

divorce 

Percentage of divorces due to economic problems in 1997: 4.2% 

Percentage of divorces due to irreconcilable differences in 1997: 80% 

Some Effects of Divorce on Families and Children 

Fatherless homes account for 63% of youth suicides 
90% of homeless/runaway children 

85% of children with behavior problems 

71% of high school dropouts 

85% of youths in prison 

Well over 50% of teen mothers 

*Sources of Divorce Magazine are: U.S. Census Bureau, National Center for Health Statistics, 

Americans for Divorce Reform, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Institute for Equality 
in Marriage, American Association for Single People, Ameristat, Public Agenda, and US National 
Center for Health Statistics 
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Theology/Doctrine of Marriage 

Christian Marriage — Short Historical Survey 

Hebrew Scriptures 

First humans appear in sacred context as couple, equals, and part of God’s creation. They 

have the task of continuing God’s work in creation: Be fruitful and multiply, rule over earth (Gen 
12 

The ideal is a monogamous marriage, and this orientation is strengthened by the fact that 
the Hebrew tradition comes to use a marriage as symbol of Israel’s relationship to God as Israel’s 
bridegroom. 

Christian Scriptures 

Mt 19:6 refers back to Genesis in stating the indissolubility of marriage. Porneia/adultery 

is not seen as an exception allowing divorce though the Greek Orthodox Church does allow it. 

St. Paul continues the Hebrew tradition by seeing marriage as the symbol of the 
relationship of Christ to his church (Eph 5:25, 31-2), thus human love is seen as the symbol of 
God’s redemptive love, he says that marriage can be a source of sanctification for the unbeliever 
who does not agree to live in peace (1 Co 7:12-15). 

First three centuries 
  

Christians followed the customs of their place and married as everybody else did. Some 

new concerns, however, emerged: the freedom of choosing a partner and the awareness that 
marrying an unbeliever may present a danger for the Christian’s faith. 

4" to 8 centuries 

Local church councils reacted to pastoral concerns regarding marriage, first liturgical 
elements appear, especially the blessing of the couple by the priest in the domestic ceremony, 

then the ceremony was moved to the church; also first traces of the Pauline Privilege are found 

4" ¢.). St. Augustine (354-430) defined the three goods of marriage — children, [proles], fidelity, 
and the sacred bond [sacramentum vinculum]. — Pope Leo the Great [440-461] insisted on a 

public celebration of marriage, and by the 9" century the Church had assumed jurisdiction over 
marriages of the faithful. 

Early Middle Ages 

Hincmar of Reims (805-882) established the link between consummation and 

indissolubility since consummation gave marriage a new status as representing the union of 

Christ to his Church and thus made it indissoluble. Pope Nicholas I (858-867) said that consent, 
i.e. the will to marry, not intercourse, brings marriage into existence.  
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11210 130 century 
  

On basis of rediscovered Roman Law marriage seen as a consensual contract with little 
formality, but an internal structure of rights and duties. For Gratian (1140) marriage has 2 
stages: consent and spiritual union, and consummation transforming union into sacrament. Peter 
Lombard (1095-1160) formulated the doctrine of the 7 sacraments; marriage is one of them and 

as such a mysterious carrier of grace. St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) using Aristotle’s 
metaphysical psychology refined the concept of contract by defining marital consent as an 
internal act of a spiritual faculty of the soul, i.e. the will, under the guidance of another faculty, 

i.e. intelligence; neither is autonomous, but they mutually complement and support each other. 

16" century 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564) taught that marriage was a 

human institution that existed already before Christianity and continued existing among non- 
Christians; thus it could not be a sacrament of the New Covenant, and therefore had to be under 

civil jurisdiction. While holding that marriage was indissoluble, they taught that the bond could 
be dissolved through adultery. 

The Council of Trent (1645-1663) produced the only major document on marriage by an 

ecumenical council, and it is a dialectical response to the Reformers’ assertions. It states that 
marriage belongs to the order of the sacred and is one of the 7 sacraments, signifies and confers 

grace, and is a union between one man and one woman, and cannot be dissolved by the partners 
because of heresy, cruelty, or separation. The church has the power to establish impediments (D- 

SCH ##1801-1807). Through a special Decree Tametsi the Church also imposed a compulsory 
canonical form: to combat clandestine marriages, a marriage had to be contracted in the presence 

of the parish priest, or a priest otherwise authorized (D-SCH ##1813-1816). 

First Code of Canon Law 1917 

Procreation of children is the primary end of marriage, and the acts apt to the generation 
of children are the principal object of the contract. 

Casti connubii (Pius XI, Dec. 21, 1930) spoke of marriage as a communion of life which 
had as its “primary purpose that man and wife help each other day by day in forming and 
perfecting themselves in the interior life” so that they grow in virtue and love. 

II Vatican Council (1962-1965) 

Lumen gentium (Constitution on the Church) proclaimed the basic dignity of the people 
of God (chap. 2) and the universal call to holiness (chap. 5); thus married people are called to 
sanctity as well as others.  
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Gaudium and spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World) has an 

entire section on the “Dignity of Marriage” (#47-52), #48 and 49 are central to the Church’s 
current understanding of marriage as a covenant, a partnership of the whole of life between equal 

partners which is ordained to the good of the spouses and the good of the children. 

Unitatis redintegratio, the Decree on Ecumenism, acknowledges the work of the Holy 

Spirit in the members of other Christian churches and ecclesial communities who share a 

common foundation in Christian baptism. 

Second Code of Canon Law 1983 

Integrates the teachings of Vatican II into canon law; wordings from conciliar texts are 

often used in canons, e.g. in the canons on marriage, providing the theological basis for the 
canons. 

For the principles guiding the revision of the Code see the Preface, esp. pp. xx-xxii. 

See also Pope John Paul II, Familiaris consortio (Nov. 22, 1981), esp ##11-13, 18-20. 

Paul VI, Encyclical Letter Humanae vitae, of July 25, 1968 

Marriage is a Sacrament 

8. ...Marriage, then, is far from being the effect of chance or the result of the blind 

evolution of natural forces. It is in reality the wise and provident institution of God the 

Creator whose purpose was to establish in man his loving design. As a consequence, 

husband and wife, through that mutual gift of themselves, that is specific and exclusive to 
them alone, seek to develop that kind of personal union in which they complement one 

another in order to co-operate with God in the generation and education of new lives. ... 

Married Love 

9. In the light of these facts the characteristic features and exigencies of married love 

are clearly indicated, and it is of the highest importance to evaluate them exactly. 

This love is above all fully Auman, compound of sense and spirit. It is not, then, 

merely a question of natural instinct or emotional drive. It is also, and above all, an act of 

the free will, whose dynamism ensures that not only does it endure through the joys and 

sorrows of daily life, but also that it grows, so that husband and wife become in a way 
one heart and one soul, and together attain their human fulfillment. 

Then it is a love which is fotal — that very special form of personal friendship in 

which husband and wife generously share everything, allowing no unreasonable  
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exceptions or thinking just of their own interests. Whoever really loves his partner loves 
not only for what he receives, but loves that partner for her own sake, content to be able 

to enrich the other with the gift of himself. 

Again, married love is faithful and exclusive of all others, and this until death. 

This is how husband and wife understand it on the day on which, fully aware of what 
they were doing, they freely vowed themselves to one another in marriage. Though this 
fidelity of husband and wife sometimes presents difficulties, no one can assert that it is 
impossible, for it is always honorable and worthy of the highest esteem. The example of 

so many married persons down through the centuries shows not only that fidelity is 
connatural to marriage but also that it is the source of profound and enduring happiness. 

And finally this love is creative of life, for it is not exhausted by the loving 

interchange of husband and wife, but also contrives to go beyond this to bring new life 
into being. ‘Marriage and married love are by their character ordained to the procreation 

and bringing up of children. Children are the outstanding gift of marriage, and contribute 

in the highest degree to the parent’s’ welfare.’ (GS, #50) 

Not-Aud 99/00 —- SMB 
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Divorce, Annulment, and the Church 

Sometimes it is hard to keep straight such terms as civil annulment, civil divorce, 

divorce and annulment in the Church. According to Michael Smith Foster in his book 

Annulment: The Wedding That Was, “A civil annulment is concerned with problems 

arising prior to the marriage ceremony and basically is saying the marital status never 

existed.” (25) The grounds for such annulments include: “a) certain blood relationships 

such as parent-child, brother-sister, uncle-niece, and aunt-nephew; b) mental incapacity at 

time of the wedding; c) fraud, such as lying about a previous criminal record or a hidden 

disease; d) an inability to conceive a child or participate in sexual relations; and €) duress 

at the time of consent, preventing the free-will giving of that consent.” (Foster 25) 

Civil divorce deals with what takes place during the marriage, and it dissolves the 

marriage contract. In both civil divorce and civil annulment court procedures, they 

usually address the distribution of assets and liabilities, as well as custody, visitation, 

child support and alimony. (Foster 25-26) 

What are the similarities and differences between civil annulment and the Church 

declaration of nullity? “They are both concerned with issues prior to the marriage, such 

as the consent of parties (fraud, mental capacity, and duress) and the legal qualifications 

of the parties (consanguinity, age, and impotence). In the case of the Church, the children 

are considered legitimate.” (Foster 25) 

A common question among divorced Catholics wishing to remarry is “If the state 

permits divorce, why won’t the Church?” Sacred Scripture tells us that God willed 

marriage to be indissoluble (Mt. 5:31-32; 19:3-9; Mk 10:9; 1 Cor 7:10-11).  
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“Indissolubility is a property of both Christian and good and natural marriages. Divorce 

implies the state can dissolve what is in essence indissoluble. Civil divorce has no legal 

consequences in Church law.” (Foster 26-27) The Church sees the couple as permanently 

bound in their marital union. 

As Christians we see divorce as a threat to the dignity of marriage, and that it 

brings disorder and pain to the family and society. (Foster 27) The Catechism of the 

Catholic Church states, “Between the baptized, ‘a ratified and consummated marriage 

cannot be dissolved by any human power or for any reason other than death.” The Church 

does not have the power to contravene this disposition of Divine wisdom.” (CC 1640) 

The need to address and act on the pastoral care of the divorced has accelerated 

with the increased level of divorces in our faith communities. In recent years, those of us 

who have been looking for a pastoral solution have recognized that the answer has to be 

in the period of preparation. Marriage preparation is required for engaged couples and it 

exists on parish, diocesan, and regional levels throughout the U. S. “The Church has a 

tremendous concern for brides and grooms since they are the ministers of marriage who 

will embrace and live out the sacrament in the world.” (Foster 29) 

As a faith community, there is also a need to assist the couple after the wedding as 

their mutual love grows. When they are blessed with children, they need community 

support as parents. There are presently several programs in most dioceses. These include: 

Natural Family Planning, Marriage Encounter, CCD, adult education, and many more. 

(Foster 29-30)  
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It is the responsibility of the Church to support couples and families in difficult times 

also. “Marriage is a lived human reality. It is not an ideal beyond attainment. Since it is a human 

endeavor, it is affected by the reality of sin. It was the original sin of the first man and woman 

who brought about this condition. (Foster 30) 

Those who are separated and divorced experience much suffering and loss. It is, however, 

the children who are the innocent victims of divorce. As a faith community, we have a moral 

obligation to the welfare of these children. We certainly need to encourage their parents to see to 

their physical, social, cultural and religious up bring. As a faith community, we need to offer up 

our pastoral care and love where it is needed. (Foster 30) 

Those who are divorced are not excommunicated. Unless one remarriages without the 

benefit of a declaration of nullity, the separated and divorced can participate in the sacramental 

celebrations of reconciliation and communion. If a person believes that their previous marriage 

was invalid, the Church gives them the opportunity to petition for a declaration of nullity. At the 

time of the exchange of consent, we assume the marriage is valid. What is a declaration of 

nullity? “The declaration of nullity is a judicial pronouncement that a valid marriage had not 

been brought about. The decree focuses on both the presence of a diriment impediment or on a 

defect consent of one of the parties. It can also focus on an unauthorized wedding ceremony.” ... 

“Pastoral concern for individuals, no matter how deeply felt, cannot take precedence over the 

Church’s teachings on dissolubility. While individuals have a right to petition the Church for a 

declaration of nullity, they do not have a right to a declaration of nullity. It is the responsibility of 

judges to weigh the laws on marriage and the facts of an individual case before coming to a 

decision.” (Foster 30-31)  
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Questions and Answers Regarding the Decree of Nullity 

What is a Christian marriage? 

According to Vatican Council II, marriage is an intimate partnership of married 

life and love that was created by God and qualified by His laws. It is through a mutual 
exchange of consent between a man and a woman that the irrevocable conjugal covenant 

is established. Marriage as created by divine will and celebrated publically in the eyes of 

society is a lasting union that is for the good of the spouses and their offspring. 

2 What is a Declaration of Nullity? 

A Declaration of Nullity is a judgment made by a Church process which declares 

that a marriage apparently did not fulfill or include one or more of the essential elements 
of a valid sacramental marriage. These elements include permanence, fidelity, 
partnership, and openness to children. 

3. Should divorced Catholics still participate in the sacraments of the Church? 

Yes. A divorced Catholic who has not remarried can and should continue to 

participate in the sacraments of the Church. 

4. Should divorced and remarried Catholics receive the Eucharist? 

Divorced Catholics who are remarried are not considered separated from the 
Church. They are, however, not able to participate in the sacraments 

5. Why can’t divorced and remarried Catholic receive the Eucharist? 

Unless the divorce and remarried Catholic has received a Decree of Nullity for 

their earlier marriage(s), they and their Catholic spouse cannot participate in the 
Eucharist because the new marital bond is considered to contradict the validity of the first 
marital bond which the Church is obliged to protect. 

6. When is the best time to apply for a decree of nullity? 

This varies according to the needs of the individual. If a person has recently been 
divorced, they may be still experiencing the grieving process and may not as yet have 

come to terms with the fact that the marriage has ended. Thus, it may be too early. 

However, if one or both of the parties plans to remarry soon, the parties may not want to 
wait and should initiate a case as soon as possible.  
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Does a person need to apply for a decree of nullity if he/she does not plan on 

remarriage? 

A person never knows what life will bring, and even though the person does not 

plan on remarriage, this may change in the future, and plans may have to be delayed or 
changed because a decree of nullity will be needed. Both parties can also see the process, 
if approached in the right spirit, as a means of healing and going forward with their new 
lives. 

8. Will my former spouse be contacted? 

Yes. Both parties were a part of the marriage, and both parties have the right to 

know that a decree of nullity is being sought. While one party is initiating the marriage 
case, their former spouse has a right of defense on their own behalf. It is also in the best 

interest of justice to have the full story regarding the marriage from both parties. 

9. What if my former spouse will not cooperate? 

The former spouse will be contacted and invited to participate in the process, and 

if they should choose not to participate, the case will still go forward in the process. 

10. Will I be asked to confront my former spouse? 

Although the party initiating the case is required to make a serious effort to locate 

and provide the court with their former spouse’s present name and address, they will not 
be asked to confront him or her. Interviews for the spouse are set at different times. 

11. Is the purpose of this process to judge my former spouse and myself? 

No. It is not the Tribunal’s aim to carry out any type of moral judgment regarding 

who is right or wrong or who is innocent or guilty. It is the aim of the Tribunal to decide 
whether the grounds of nullity have been proven. 

12. Does the decree of nullity mean that the children from my marriage are 

illegitimate? 

No. A child is legitimate as long as the parents were married at the time of the 
child’s birth, or even if they were married after the birth of the child.  
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13. If my husband/wife has been previously married and divorced, but he/she is not 
Catholic, do they have to apply for a decree of nullity before we can have our 

civil marriage validated? 

Yes. The Catholic Church considers the previous marriage of the non- 

Catholic to be valid unless there was a decree of nullity of that earlier marriage. Even 
though this party may not want to convert to the Catholic faith, the Church requires that a 

case be done before the marriage can be celebrated in the Catholic Church. 

14. How can I initiate a marriage case? 

A marriage case can be initiated through a person’s parish priest, deacon, a 

notary/auditor, and by calling the Peoria Tribunal (309-671-1550). The party initiating 
the case will be asked to met with one of the above-mentioned persons to complete an 

intake package that will be sent to the Tribunal along with an initial fee of $75. 

15. Who will be working with me on my marriage case at the Tribunal? 

The Tribunal is made up of the judges, the advocates, the defender of the bond, 

and the notaries. The judges instruct the case, or control the stages of the investigation 
and the gathering of the evidence, and will eventually make the decision regarding the 

validity or invalidity of the marriage. The advocates advise the people whether their case 
has merit to present to the Court. They help the people to prepare the case and present it 

to the Court for assessment. The job of the defender of the bond is to defend the bond of 
the marriage. The notaries are responsible for providing an accurate written record of the 

case. The party initiating the marriage case is called the petitioner and his/her former 

spouse is called the respondent. 

16. How long will the process take? 

Each case is very unique, but the average length of time to work a formal 

marriage case in the Peoria Tribunal is 1 2 — 2 years. 

17. How much will it cost, and what if I can’t afford to pay the fee? 

At present, the fee of the Tribunal is $550. Everyone has a right to have their 
marriage case reviewed by the Tribunal, and no one is refused because of their inability 
to pay. Arrangements can be made to pay their fees, and in cases where a party is unable 

to pay anything, the fee can be waived, if arranged with the Director of the Tribunal or 
the Judicial Vicar.  
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18. What will be required of me when my marriage case is considered? 

Since the validity or the invalidity of a marriage revolves around the moment of 

consent (exchange of vows), the Court will ask the parties to provide testimony regarding 

their family background, the courtship, the marriage, the breakdown of the marriage, and 

the period since the divorce. 

19. What documents will be required for this process? 

The party initiating the marriage case is expected to provide the Court with proof 

of baptism, a certified marriage certificate, and a certified decree of divorce with the 

signature of the civil judge. 

20. Will I have to provide witnesses for my marriage case? 

Yes. The petitioner is required to contact family members and non-family 

members to get permission to submit their names as persons who are willing to answer 

questions regarding the parties and their marriage. 

21. Does a decree of nullity mean that I am free to remarry or have my present civil 

marriage validated? 

Sometimes a professional is required by the judge to assess the party’s readiness 

to enter into another marriage. Thus, in certain cases, some counseling may be required. 

22. What is the procedure for remarriage or the validation of my civil marriage once 

the decree of nullity has been granted? 

The decree of nullity required an affirmative decision both in the First Instance 

Court in Peoria and in the Second Instance Court in Chicago. Once this has been 
obtained, the parties must meet with the parish priest who will be preparing them for their 

marriage/validation. The couple must undertake the same preparations as anyone who is 
preparing to be married. However, the documents of the previous marriage, as well as the 

decree of nullity must be included in the prenuptial file, and if the parties have been in a 
civil marriage celebrated outside the Church, the Catholic priest must celebrate the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

Anyone who has any questions regarding the Tribunal, a possible marriage case, 

or suggestions for recommended reading regarding this topic may call the Tribunal at 

(309)671-1550 Monday through Friday, 8:30-4:30 

c.criss 2/2000  
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Prayer Reflection — My Place in the Sun 

(Taken from Christ In Your Life by Leslie Brandt) 

Leader: The good news of the Gospel is that God has not left His children in the dark 

concerning their destiny. He has taken great pains to reveal what is His creatures’ 
purpose in life. 

1. My purpose for life, or my “place in the sun,” is revealed largely in the very nature of 

God, Himself. 
I was made in the image of God. 
Whatever that may mean, it becomes a crucial link between the purpose of my God 
And my destiny as His redeemed creature. To discover the reason for my existence, 

I must know something of God’s nature in relationship to this world, 

And His plan and purpose within that relationship. 

. First of all, God is Creator. 
He not only created the world, He continues to create it. 
He continues to operate in and through the ongoing order. 

He expresses Himself in manifold and wondrous ways. 
He has not left the world to its own whims. 
He constantly seeks to work out His creative purposes in and throughout the world. 

Second, God is Redeemer. 

Though God’s creatures rebelled against their Creator, 
Plunging all of humanity into chaotic disharmony, 

God in His mercy seeks to woo and win His creatures back to Himself. 
He reveals Himself to humankind in Jesus Christ. 

Man and woman could never measure up to God’s righteous standards, 

So God in Christ fulfilled them in their stead, 

Bearing the guilt and consequences of humanity’s rebellion 
In order that God’s children might be reconciled to Him. 

. Third, God is Holy Spirit. 
It is by His spirit that He perpetually manifests Himself 

In the fellowship of men and women who made up the body of Christ, 

And called to advance His kingdom in the world. 
Within that fellowship He unites and guides, impels and empowers, 

And thereby carries out His purposes, all pointing toward that great event 
When the divine kingdom will be consummated and the eternal and almighty 

God revealed fully to His faithful and loving children.  
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5. Because I am made in the image of God, 

I am meant to be creative. 
I have been given the high privilege of being a co-laborer with Him 

In the task of restoring the universe in accordance with His plan. 
It is this that gives dignity and purpose to the world 

Of containing rivers to utilize their power and harnessing the sun’s rays to 
Preserving our environment, of supporting the efforts of science 

To bring safety and security to humankind, healing to crippled bodies, 
And quality and dignity, freedom and justice, to all people of all races and classes. 
I am to be creative. 

. Because I am created in the image of God, 

I am, by His grace and direction, to be redemptive. 
This has to do with my interpersonal relationships. 

As Christ loved me, and through His redemptive love 
And His consequential death on the cross made a way of salvation for me. 
I am to “love others to Christ.” 
It is for this reason that Christians are freed from sin 

and reconciled to God that they might serve their neighbors. 
I have become a channel and vehicle for Christ’s redeeming love 
Into the lives of others about me. 
As God reached me through others, so 

He chooses to relate to and draw others into His redeeming love through me. 
I am to be redemptive or an instrument of God’s redemption in my relationships with 
others. 

. Because I am created in the image of God, 

He expects that I manifest Him in channeling His Spirit to others 
In home, community, and world. 

Working in harmony with other members of Christ’s body, 
I am a tool, an instrument, and a vehicle of God’s Spirit 

In the building of His kingdom on this planet, for the recruiting of others, 
Drawing others into His saving grace and into contact with the divine power 
That will redeem and empower them for purposeful living. 

Thus, I have found my place in the sun. 

It is here, right where I am. 

It includes joys and sorrows, successes and defeats, 
Bright moments and dark hours. 
It demands obedience and loyalty 

To my creator and redeemer. 

It relies upon the empowering and motivating 

Of His ever present Spirit, and my place in the sun.  
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PRESENTATION TO DIACONATE FORMATION CLASS 

MY EXPERIENCE WITH THE TRIBUNAL 

DEACON JON DOSHER 

MARCH 18, 2006 

History 

. Married in 1960 

. Divorced in 1962 via a “Dear John” letter while in the military 

Effect of the divorce (important because of the state of mind it left me in) 

. Self esteem was in doubt. (Wallowing in self pity) 

. Faith in God was shaken. (Abandonment) 

. Didn’t want to talk about it. (Shame) 

The beginning of the road back 

. Out of the Army in 1964 

. Enrolled at Bradley University in 1964 

. Met Pat while working at Peoria State Hospital in 1964 

. Began dating in 1965 and began going to Mass with her occasionally 

. Realized I might be in love with her and was scared to death 

. I thought she might feel the same so I told her my “story.” 

She told me about the Catholic position on divorce and the Tribunal 

. My first talk with a Priest about the Tribunal and the Church’s position 

. My application was denied (This was prior to VII) 

. The agony of Pat’s decision. We were civilly married.  
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Life without the Sacraments 

. Pat’s life. (One of a great void because of her prohibition from receiving) 

i She never lost faith 

She always had a strong prayer life 

3 The compassionate priest 

. My life. 

Angry with the Church. (Feeling of unfairness to me and unfairness to Pat) 

A “Drifting” back to Mass because of the kids 

Being catechized by Pat 

The compassionate priest and bible study 

Ss. Receiving the ashes and shedding tears 

6. Talking to Father and giving it another try in 1990 

Surrender (O. K. God, I’m in your hands. I always have been and I always will 

be) 

. Beginning again with the Tribunal 

. My case was accepted. (Praise and Thanksgiving to God!) 

. The long road of paperwork and tracking down witnesses after 30 years. 

1. Dogged determination to not give up and to pray for God’s help and 
mercy. 

Feeling the power of the Holy Spirit in Mass. Tears I could not control. 

Feeling the depth of Pat’s love as she helped me deal with the 

requirements of the Tribunal and understanding the Sacraments. 

R.C.I.A. started in 1993. I wanted to be a Catholic.  
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VII. Prayers are answered in 1994 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

August 20, 1994, the most important day of my life 

Rebirth in the Sacraments of both of us 

A new beginning for me and the coming out of the desert after 27 years 

for Pat 

A life of discernment with the grace of God in the Sacraments 

VIII. This is why my activity as a Notary Auditor is so important to me. 

A. 

B. 

I am willing to do anything that brings people to the Sacraments of the Church. 

I have, I think, a unique perspective from which to assist those who have 
experienced the pain of divorce to examine their circumstances in search of an 

impediment that might render their marriage sacramentally invalid. 
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*Dealing With Difficult Situations 

Goal: Key to arriving at destination (information) is good road map (interview) 

Characteristics of a Helping Relationship 

. Being perceived as trustworthy, “dependably real” 

Communication without ambiguity “clear meaning” 

Communication of positive attitude and value for other person 

. Being strong enough to be separate from other person 

Being secure enough to permit other person’s separateness 

Entering the feeling world of other person (empathy) 

Acceptance of each aspect of other person (nonjudgment) 

Conveyance of non-threat to other person (nonjudgment) 

Helpful Hints for Interviewer 

To help client to be comfortable enough with you to be able to share very private 

information 

Issues of seating arrangements, use of names, etc. 

Outlining expectations and your role first 

Anticipate that you may need to interrupt or redirect 

Keeping attention focused 

Attention to all interview behaviors — listening with third ear 

Outline of Interview Process 

You open interview 

Attend to client’s comfort 

Establish non-verbal as well as verbal rapport  
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Show interest in client by: 

Courtesy 
Individualization of their situation 

Attentiveness and eye contact 
Keeping client-centered, not note-centered 

Drawing out information, managing affect 

Encourage thoughts not feelings 
Minimize “that must be hard for you” 
Show most caring non-verbally 

Responding to client 

Listen more than speak 

Observe more than comment on behaviors 

Clarification and consistency of role 

Self-control of stress, bias, judgmental feelings 

Appropriate appearance 

Conveying verbally and non-verbally your purpose 

Questioning technique 

Balance between general and specific questions 

Go from general to specific questions 
Try to avoid questions that elicit just “yes” or “no” 
Who, Where, What, When, How, How many? 

Questions that guide client to tell own story, not one they think you want to hear 

Listening technique 

Clarification of words used and concepts presented 

Ending 

Brief summary of interview content 

Opportunity to add information 
Clear explanation of process from now on 

Relationship of you and client during process 

*Taken from a talk by Cathleen Gray at Catholic University in 1996  
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WORKSHOP EVALUATION - MARCH 18, 2006 

(Please check one) — Deacon ( ) Lay Minister ( ) 

Please briefly describe your experience and share your comments regarding: 

1. The State of Marriage and Families 

. Scriptural and Church Teachings Regarding Marriage and Family 

. When Church and Life Collide 

. Deacon Jon Dosher’s Experience of Divorce and Annulment 

. Cheryl’s Call To Ministry in Marriage Tribunal 

. Small/Large Group Discussion/Sharing — Call to Ministry/To Serve  
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7. Please answer the following questions regarding your experience as a minister: 

A. What kinds of ministry have you been called to? 

Please describe your period/method of discernment in accepting this 

ministry. 

What gifts/skills do you think you brought to this/these ministry 

or ministries? 

What has been your experience of serving or ministering to others?  
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WORKSHOP EVALUATION - APRIL 1, 2006 

(Please check one) - Deacon ( ) Lay Minister ( ) 

Please describe your experience and share your comments regarding: 

1. Interviewing and ministry 

2. Call to Tribunal Ministry in your parish 

3. Small/Large Group — Pastoral Solutions 
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4. What part do you think the Church/Faith Community should play in the issues 

regarding marriages and families? 

S What part of the pastoral solution in those areas do you see yourself playing in 
the years ahead in your ministry? 

6 At this time what are your plans for ministry after the deaconate program and 
ordination is over? 

 


