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Chapter 1
Introduction: Why Early Sacramental
Marriages for Pastoral Project?
My Pastoral concern is “how does one minister appropriately to those couples who are newly
married and to those who are beginning their family”?

From discussion and personal experience,

as young babies require much time and focus, many couples perceive worldly activities a
priority; they place spiritual growth and religious responsibilities toward God in the background.
Many turn to God in times of crisis, or turn to God when it is “now time for the next sacrament,

what do we have to do”?
I have addressed the concept of creating an atmosphere where newly married couples
participating in sacramental preparation of their baby or child, gather together in small faithsharing groups, discussing where and how God is involved in their marriages. There are
numerous times of tension as two individuals merge their lives in marriage, and I have attempted
to gather information on how Saint Malachy Parish can assist the spiritual growth of these
marriages.

Margaret Kornfeld writes of “Caring for the Modern Family in a Time of Change”, in

her book Cultivating Wholeness.

She discusses the nuclear family and the importance of

maintaining it as a priority. “The nuclear family has generated important social values:
Children are valued—and are entitled to have childhoods.
Husbands and wives have learned to be friends and partners.
Families have learned to play together.
Commitment to family and mutual concern upholds many families.
Religious and other community institutions have been created and nurtured” (Kornfeld,

153).

Our Saint Malachy Parish has over 2500 families in its community; there is a definite need to
continue an emphasis on keeping the marriage, and the family, as a priority. As requested during the
summer of 2008 by the St. Malachy Faith Formation Director, discussed with our pastor Father Dan
Staublin, and communicated with two couples in the parish who have been married approximately 20
and 50 years respectively, it was identified and affirmed that an ongoing Marriage Ministry was needed
at St. Malachy Parish in Brownsburg, Indiana.

It was identified that Marriage Ministry has two separate

audiences; namely, the Early Sacramental Marriage Ministry for those couples who are newly married
and/or those who are beginning their family; and the Maturing Sacramental Marriage Ministry for those
couples who have been married/remarried for ten-plus years and have school-age or older children.
Consequently my wife, Marian, and I supported the St. Malachy Marriage Ministry by identifying our
individual Pastoral Projects with the abovementioned audiences; namely, I am focusing on the Newly
Married Sacramental Marriage Ministry while Marian is concentrating on the Maturing Sacramental
Marriage Ministry.

Although our pastor at-that-time was most supportive, he cautioned us not to be

disappointed if there was minimal response from couples willing to attend any group activity inasmuch
as couples/parents/adults historically are not willing to give of their time to meet and embrace their faith
as couples other than participating at Mass and attending children-related activities.
The two husbands of the two couples previously mentioned,

had participated in the eight

annual St. Malachy Men’s Retreats at St. Meinrad Monastery since 2001.

Through prayerful

discussion and support from the pastor at-that-time, we three couples initiated the first St.
Malachy Couples Retreat.

Sixteen couples from St. Malachy Parish participated in this couples

retreat at St. Meinrad Seminary over the weekend of September 26-28, 2008.
After experiencing the weekend retreat with the theme, “One in the Love of the Lord:
Marriage as a Sacrament”, many of the couples wanted to have some type of “follow-up”.

Marian and I, along with three other couples, coordinated an evening to invite all couples of the
retreat to attend and brainstorm on how to continue living out the Sacrament in our marriages;
thirteen couples attended this two-hour evening event!

Everyone agreed that something more

needs to be available for couples to attend; that is, to be able to learn more of their faith, and

possibly be a witness of the Sacrament of Marriage to others.

One of the couples who had been

married nearly fifty years explained of their involvement with newly married couples in a parish
in Ann Arbor, Michigan; it had benefited their marriages tremendously.

Another coordinating

couple of the retreat also believes there is a great need for young married couples to belong to
some faith-sharing group; much can be benefited if they can experience their faith with others
during times of tension and conflict, and be witnesses to the Sacrament in their marriages.
After experiencing the couples retreat and listening to the participants’ desire to live out
their marriage commitment, I realize now that Saint Malachy couples are part of the larger
Church as described by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) as reported
on October 14, 2009:

“Today, more than ever, people are asking whether and how it is possible to make
and keep a lifetime commitment in a marriage,” said Archbishop Joseph E. Kurtz,
chairman of the Bishops’ Subcommittee on Marriage and Family and a key
person in the development of the pastoral letter. “The Catholic Church has a
vision for marriage that can sustain spouses in good times and in bad times — one
that can lead them to happiness and holiness in their relationship. This message is
based on both reason and faith; it is God’s plan for the good of the spouses, their
children and family, and society as a whole.”
At the conclusion of the pastoral letter the bishops “urge a renewed commitment
by the entire Catholic community to helping those called to the vocation of
married life to live it faithfully, fruitfully, and joyfully”
(www.uscch.org/comm/archives/2009/09-205.shtml).

My primary goal is to generate an interest among newly married couples who want to
grow closer to each other spiritually; because when the couple places God and each other as a
priority in their marriage, many tensions and conflicts are kept in perspective. Hopefully they
will understand that God, through the Holy Spirit, will help their marriage grow spiritually;
thereby being models of Christ’s love toward their children.
My goal is very realistic and valuable! I understand from my own personal experience of
parenting that a couple’s own personal time is very precious when it is available. My goal is to
provide them an opportunity to feel connected to other young couples who want to share their
Christian faith; along with an understanding that tensions within a marriage are normal, but can
be an opportunity for growth when shared with other couples who have had similar experiences.

Chapter 11
Project Plan
Saint Malachy Parish does not provide anything especially for young, newly married
couples.

I believe many couples recognize the importance of their faith and therefore wish to

have their baby baptized into the Catholic faith. However, I also believe many of them are
experiencing the “normal” struggles of parenting, including a balance of all the demands in their
lives; of which one of the most important is the NEED for adequate “couple time”.

From my

own experience, the lack of “honoring your spouse” can lead to unnecessary conflict and tension
in the relationship of a newly married couple.
psychological stress on each of the individuals.

When this occurs it leads to unnecessary
If they do not have a deep, faith-filled-in-God

relationship, they may be at a loss of where to go to regain their strength so that they may not
turn bitter toward each other; and thereby jeopardizing their marriage.
Newly married couples need to be able to recognize that they are not unusual or abnormal
if they have conflicts and tensions in their marriage.

Young couples who believe that God will

give them the strength required to endure a struggle will also be the couples who can share how
they looked to their faith as the foundation to maintaining the Sacrament in their marriage.
William Paul Young has written “The Shack”.

Even though it is only a novel, Young

elaborates on the necessity of relationship; not only the need of allowing God to join in our
relationship, but also how there needs to be a relationship between husband and wife, and parents
and children!

Young also explains how “marriage is not an institution, it is a relationship”

(Young, 179). A marriage that is nurtured with God has the capability to grow into a stronger,
healthier relationship. As I reflect on The Shack, I see a correlation between the husband and

wife as Young elaborates on the “circle of relationship”.

Jesus wants each of us to join Him in

relationship; if husband and wife are in a loving relationship, and this relationship includes Jesus,
essentially there is no beginning or ending of the relationship.
I believe that young couples need to witness other couples coping with tensions, thereby
allowing the tension to bring them to a closer relationship to the Lord.

This is one of the reasons

they turn to the Lord; to ask for additional strength to cope with the cross that life has placed
before them.

Even if the result is not what the couple had anticipated, this cross will allow the

couple to experience something good in their lives of which they did not recognize before the
event. All of this is because they allowed God to deepen their faith; they turned to God and
allowed their hearts to be open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. When they see how God has
turned this cross into a method to enhance their faith life; they see how God has allowed them to
share this cross with other couples who have had a similar experience. They will then begin to
see how awesome their faith in God can be; and to begin to understand how we are to be
community and to help each other as we journey as pilgrims, serving each other and seeing the
presence of God in each other. If the couple remains committed to each other, then their
marriage bond will become stronger, as it has been tested and they have successfully endured!
My group will most likely be newly married couples, perhaps couples who have recently
experienced having their baby baptized into the Catholic faith. In addition, this group could
include couples experiencing sacramental preparation for their young children preparing to
receive Holy Eucharist and Reconciliation.

I tend to believe that this will be my focus group

because of a conversation I have had with our pastor, Father Dan Staublin.

He had indicated that

too often young parents begin to prepare and provide for their baby for the sacrament of
Baptism.

However after the event they seem to forget to remain involved in their Catholic faith,
7

and the church does not see them again until it is time to prepare for Holy Eucharist!

We need

something to invite them into; so that they can remain connected to their faith, not just fulfilling
the requirements for sacramental preparation and celebration.
I anticipate the age of the group to be in their mid twenties to early thirties. The father
would be fully employed; the mother trying to balance employment while embracing the
responsibilities of motherhood!

These couples could be of any ethnicity, but I would anticipate

the group being primarily Caucasian decent, but not limited to, because of the census of our
parish. Most of the couples would have a college degree and would be earning enough money so
that they could be purchasing a home.

Chapter 111
Theological Reflections
Preparation Stage Group Reflection
I decided to implement Robert Kinast’s Method of Theological Reflection: the
Experience, Reflection, and the Action. 1 felt more deliberate on how I was to compile the
information and document my results using his method.
The experience of the Saint Malachy Couples Retreat, held for the first time, was very
positive. As I had mentioned earlier, the men of the parish have made annual retreats since 2001,
and the enthusiasm continues each year! Now that some of the men have asked their wives to
participate in a retreat for couples, there seems to be an obvious need for spiritual growth that
these men want to share with their wives.

I have witnessed the interest among the men, and also

among many couples of our parish; I believe that creating an atmosphere for an opportunity to
share can inspire a spiritual bond among all who participate.
My focus group was interested in trying to provide something for the newly married
couples to feel a connection.

The parish leaders realized that there are many other types of

organizations at Saint Malachy, but none that specifically incorporate these couples as a group.
The fact that there were numerous couples exhibiting the need to keep the “Sacrament” in their
marriages made it evident that it was something lacking in our parish. I believe the group did
well discussing the “who, what, where, when and how” in our gathering.
As I am Reflecting on this meeting, I believe that I should continue on my pursuit of
trying to gather more information; establishing the need for enabling young married couples to
share their Catholic faith in a safe environment.

It was a consensus that if these couples would

be able to see the presence of God in other young couples who turn to God during their moments
of tension and conflict, that maybe they would realize how valuable the faith-community can be.
One of the parish leaders admitted that she is at a loss of how to create programs that would
attract the participation of young couples going through Sacramental preparations for their
children. It appears the young couple completes the necessary requirement for the sacrament but
they remove themselves from any other involvement with the parish community.
My Action plan will be to continue meeting with parish leaders, faith formation, and a
select number of individual couples, to pursue what type of program would attract the
participation of these newly married couples.
I will continue to pose specific “prompt” question(s) that will provide a focus for our
discussion; they are realizing that I am documenting these meetings in order to compile
information for completion of a Saint Mary-of-the-Woods-College Pastoral Project.
After the proposed project has been completed I believe it would be invaluable to analyze
the new faith-sharing group(s) and evaluate their effectiveness in individual marriages. I would
hope the couples would appreciate the spiritual growth, and understand the sacramentality of
their marriages.

Implementation Stage Group Reflection
“Prompt” questions presented to initiate each theological reflection/discussion.
a)

How can the Church (St. Malachy) assist you to grow closer to God at this point
in your marriage?

b)

What may be a “significant challenge” that you as individuals, or as a couple, face
at this time?

February 14, 2009
At Baptismal Preparation Class
At the conclusion of the class, I introduced myself and explained my situation in the Saint Maryof-the-Woods College Masters Program. I then offered an opportunity for those interested to
gather for a short time following their baptismal preparation class.

Couples Present: Band S, D and E, D and S.
We began with a prayer, presented my desire to solicit their input, and then I posed the prompt
questions.
a)

How can the Church (St. Malachy) assist you to grow closer to God at this point
in your marriage?

RESPONSE--if the couple is new to the parish, going through sacramental preparation, they do
not really know anyone; therefore, it would be helpful to form young couple faith-sharing

groups.
b) What may be a “significant challenge” that you as individuals, or as a couple, face at this
time?

RESPONSE--generating time to meet with other couples who share our same ideals and
concerns as new parents.

February 24, 2009
At RCIA
Joe Knueven coordinated a theological reflection discussion with married couple W and B #1,
parent S#1, parent D#2, engaged person V#1.

a)

How can the Church (St. Malachy) assist you to grow closer to God at this point
in your marriage?

b)

What may be a “significant challenge” that you as individuals, or as a couple, face
at this time?

RESPONSE—Couple W and B had met married couple L and B. Together they discussed that
they do not feel connected with any group at St. Malachy. L stated that RCIA catechumen B and
husband C, feels the same way. L has a best friend M and her husband K that would “very much
enjoy” meeting other couples. Maybe the 4 couples could begin something with my (Joe
Knueven’s) help; I am in the “small-group” with W, along with D-who also sees the need in our
parish. Joe indicated another couple from Baptismal Preparation Class, D and E—they know B
and C! They would like to see something also! Joe: “The seeds are being planted; we will
continue to nourish them to help them sprout”.

March 15, 2009
This is Sunday at 12:00 noon-Lunch hosted by Joe and Marian Knueven, facilitators.
Theological Reflection Participating Couples:
L
M
W
B

and
and
and
and

B,
K,
B,
C,

(not present- D and W).
a)

How can the Church (St. Malachy) assist you to grow closer to God at this point
in your marriage?

RESPONSE: This group would like to learn more of their Catholic Faith. This could be accomplished
through Scripture studies, or maybe meeting to discuss the current Sunday Readings. They would also
like to meet on a social basis, without any Scripture involvement; this appears to be more attractive to
some of the males of the group! The consensus was to alternate the agenda on every-other gathering.
They also concluded to keep this group at this size, limit to these five couples. They do not want to be
exclusive, however they have already bonded, and there is a sense of “chemistry” among them in which
they could nurture.
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b) What may be a “significant challenge” that you as individuals, or as a couple, face
at this time?
RESPONSE: The consensus was to have an understanding to follow the teachings of the Church.
They have various childhood experiences; to blend those thoughts from their “families of origin”
into each of their marriages may provide challenges! Also, the decision to meet more socially
may be detrimental to their opportunity to grow more spiritually as a couple, or as a group. (I did
indicate that the group MUST BE comfortable in meeting the needs of the group as a WHOLE!)
As a result from their discussion and communication, this newly-married couples group meets:

On the 2" Saturday of each month after Mass
and

On the last Sunday of each month after 10:00 a.m. Mass

Post-project Personal Reflection
Did the project generate interest among couples of Early Sacramental Marriages?
Did the interested couples continue to return to faith-sharing groups?
Was there an increase in the numbers who participate in groups of Early Sacramental
Marriage?
Since the implementation of this newly married group, March 2009, they have continued
to have scheduled gatherings twice each month. It is impressive to understand that this group will
meet because they value their Catholic faith, and also their concern to serve each other along
with the wider church.

They have also incorporated community service projects into their

agenda; they will help with the “food pantry”, and also the needs of St. Vincent DePaul Society.
To help perpetuate the existence of other newly married faith-sharing groups Saint
Malachy parish is implementing a link “for your marriage”, www.foryourmarriage.org, on its
website. Also, as newly married couples contact the parish office, I will assist with introductions
and help them implement other small faith-sharing groups. I was somewhat disenchanted that
there were no more young, newly married couples expressing an interest in creating another
group. However, I also believe that I should personally attend another Baptismal Preparation
class to promote the benefits of these small groups. The original group that has been meeting
since March 2009 has taken it upon itself to keep me posted of their monthly gatherings.

I have

appreciated their feedback, and am beginning to believe that if someone assists newly married
couples in formulating small faith-sharing groups, they will sustain themselves; as I have
witnessed in this pastoral project.

A Sacramental Marriage IS TRULY a vocation called by God.

The Church documents

how the love of Christ is the foundation of that love:
“God who created man out of love also calls him to love—the fundamental and
innate vocation of every human being. As with every vocation, marriage must be
understood within the primary vocation to love, because humanity ‘is created in
the image and likeness of God who is himself love (CCC, no. 1604).”
Throughout my studies in pastoral theology I have recognized a transformation within me
that has helped me appreciate our own sacramental marriage. I believe it is imperative that young
couples strive to make a commitment to attend Mass regularly, and to keep their faith in God a
priority within their marriage. It has been reported in a document of the Catholic News Service:
“The report also found that frequency of Mass attendance served as "a strong
indicator of the general importance of Catholicism in a person's life and his or her
level of commitment to living out the faith."
"Those who attend Mass every week are six times as likely as those who rarely or
never attend to report that their view of marriage has been 'very' informed by their
Catholic faith," the report said. "They are also more than two and a half times as
likely to describe themselves as 'very' familiar with church teaching on marriage."
(www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0800801.htm)

In conclusion, a sacramental marriage does NOT just happen; rather, the couple
must work at it! A sacramental marriage is a continuing process; NOT just a one time
event!

Every newly married, young couple will be making choices that will have an

impact on the direction of their marriage.

Some of these choices involve forgiveness to

each other, because someone has been offended.

Some of these choices involve

encouragement to each other, because one has felt discouraged.

Nonetheless, a

sacramental marriage improves and remains strong because the couple has recognized
how the Holy Spirit guides their words, works, and actions; not only as individuals, but
also as they continue to interact as a couple in becoming as one.

Recognitions
I recognize and thank the following persons who assisted in this project:
-Fr. Dan Staublin, former Pastor
-Fr. Joe Feltz, current Pastor
-Sr. Barbara Reder, S.P., Pastoral Associate
-Mrs. Diane Burns, Director of Faith Formation
-Professor Richard Collins, Ph.D., SMWC

-Professor Patricia McIntyre, Ph.D., SMWC
-Mrs. Marian Knueven, wife, Assistant Director of Faith Formation,

and MAPT study companion as we journey as pilgrims!
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