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INTRODUCTION 

It is no secret that the state of marriage in the U.S. is by and large considered to be a state 

of misery. The statistics on percentages of marriages which end in divorce are grim, 

though the 2000 figures are not quite as bad as those of 1990. In 1990 the numbers 

showed that 50 to 60% of marriages ended in divorce (McManus, Michael J., Marriage 

Savers, 27-28), while the 2000 Census indicates that “one-third to 40 per cent of 

marriages may end in divorce.”(Changing U.S. Demographics, edited by Smith, Norris, 

7.) For those who remain married, it cannot be assumed that said marriages are happy 

marriages. Marriage is continuously presented as a caricature of living with the dreaded 

old lady or old man or the ball and chain by media sit-coms, the tabloids and the jokes 

that abound about the misery of marriage. Recently, our parish had a mission given by a 

veteran missionary priest. He was quite good. However, he told a story that reflected 

once more the prominent attitude about marriage that, sad to say, even some members of 

the hierarchy seem to own. The story goes like this: 

A bishop came to a parish to confirm a group of children. As expected, before the 

confirmation liturgy, the bishop began asking the young candidates questions. The 

bishop posed this question-- “Who knows the state of being in pain and enduring 
it to be with God?” One child raised his hand and said-- “Matrimony” --the bishop 
laughed and said “No, you mean Purgatory” An adult shouted out from the back 
of the church “He got it right the first time!” 

As would be expected, there was laughter in our Church when Father told that story. But 

this funny little anecdote is just another symptom of what I consider to be a sick attitude 

about marriage-- that it is something to be endured not experienced as a loving journey of  



the spouses together--that once marriage is not exactly as was expected, once there is 

some conflict, then best to get rid of the flawed spouse because disposing of the 

imperfect is what it’s all about in our disposable society. 

As a Catholic, I know we can do better. Marriage is a sacrament, a sign of God’s 

presence...of the unity between Christ and His Church and, oe my own little take on 

things, between Christ and His Father. But no matter what a person’s faith belief or non- 

belief is, marriage in any culture is a sacred calling, a vocation. Marriage 1s truly 

awesome. Not something to take Rohilvs. ot something to break up when the going gets 

a little or a lot tough. Marriage is a devotion to this person to whom I have vowed my 

life. This person is the one besides God to whom I am completely, vulnerably, nakedly 

accountable. 

Since I have this strong belief in the sacredness of marriage, I am concerned about the 

innumerable amount of couples who don’t seem to recognize that or don’t want to 

believe it or don’t want to care about it or even think about it. I am also concerned about 

the children of these couples and what is being passed on to them about marriage by their 

disillusioned, disheartened and sometimes bitter parents. It is a multi-faceted pastoral 

concern and a huge one since most people that we encounter in our parish families are 

married. We don’t need statistics to tell us what we can personally see and hear and 

know that is going on around us every day. There is cause for much concern here.  



In the following pages, I will present to you a project focused on marriage and how 

theological reflection can be used to help couples to re-discover the beauty, the sacredness 

of their relationship. 

I am grateful to our pastor, Fr. David Danneker, Ph.D. for his encouragement, to the 

couples of our parish (St. Peter, Elizabethtown, PA) who helped me in planning and 

implementing this project. Most of all, I am grateful for the love, patience, humor and 

support of my best friend and love of my life, my husband, Mike. He is the greatest 

cheerleader I could possibly have. Thanks, Honey. 

 



CHAPTER I 

THE PASTORAL PROBLEM AND WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT 

When I made my proposal for this pastoral project, I focused on marital intimacy and 

spirituality in the target group of recently married couples--couples of our parish who had 

attended pre-marital mentoring sessions or Engaged Encounter during their engagement 

period. As I mentioned in the Introduction, the pastoral concern with which I have been 

and am most familiar is the national epidemic of failing marriages. The promotion of 

healthy marriages is an ongoing mission of my husband and me. We believe in the 

sacredness of the Sacrament of Matrimony. We are convinced that we have been called 

to minister to marriages and so for most of our married life have been involved in the 

ministries of pre-marital preparation (Engaged Encounter, the Mentoring Program), 

marriage enrichment (Marriage Encounter), forgiveness and healing in troubled marriages 

(Retrouvaille). It has been a joy and a privilege to interact with couples in their most 

starry-eyed state of romance. It has been uplifting to work with couples who strive to 

make their marriages grow and it has been an honor to minister to troubled couples in the 

hope that they may begin to forgive and heal one another. In working with marriages 

across the board-- from those who may be wildly in love-- to those struggling with some 

issues--to those on the brink of separation and divorce, I have concluded that couples who 

are probably beginning to have some disillusionment about marriage (which often is 

within months, if not weeks after their wedding), need some reinforcement before things 

go from disillusionment to misery. Most of these couples to whom we have ministered are 

Catholic Christians and have had the Church’s pre-marital course for divorce proofing.  



Way too many of the engaged couples we see, whether at Engaged Encounter or the 

Mentoring Program, tell us that they know everything there is to know about each other-- 

that they have discussed everything there is to discuss--that what we are sharing with them 

may be very nice, but they really don’t need any of this so called pre-marital instruction. 

They are probably right at least when they are in this engaged bliss, when they are so 

certain that theirs is the love match like no other love match in all of Christendom. But 

there 1s a good probability that they will need it after they have been married for a while. 

I strongly agree with Karen Kayser that the prime time for rescuing a marriage before it 

goes south is in its early days: 

“The time when couples need help the most is often during the first year of their 
marriage. Ironically this is when the least help has traditionally been available.” 

(Kayser, K. When Love Dies. 140) 

and with James and Evelyn Whitehead on a couple’s need for continuing religious marital 

enrichment: 

“...religious reflection on one’s marriage should not end with the marriage 

ceremony...thus the importance of continuing efforts to support couples--through 

retreats, adult education programming, formation of support groups...in the 

ongoing religious process of their marriage.” (Whitehead, E. and Whitehead, J., 

Christian Life Patterns, 94) 

So basically what I am proposing is to establish some marriage maintenance and divorce 

prevention measures for the recently married especially on the parish level. We are a 

parish of 800+ families. Although we do have a mentoring program for engaged couples, 

we have nothing, absolutely nothing for the spiritual care of marriages after the wedding. 

On the diocesan level, a fraction of a percentage of couples attend Marriage Encounters 

and that is mostly a one shot experience. The diocese does provide help for couples in  



troubled marriages (even separated or divorced) with the eight week Retrouvaille process. 

But there is no good inclusive marriage maintenance diocesan program for couples who 

are committed to their marriage, although many couples could use some periodic 

marriage checkups and enrichment. And most certainly there is nothing offered on the 

parish level. 

I want very badly to do something about the need for the nurturing of marriage in our 

parish. I would like to demonstrate with this project that theological reflection, presented 

to married couples (preferable newly married) in a parish setting can provide opportunities 

for their growth in self-awareness, communication (especially learning how to truly listen 

to one another), creative management of their conflicts, the deepening of their spiritual 

intimacy and an increased appreciation of their sacrament of marriage. That is my 

mission. 

From the get-go, I imagined wonderful things happening with my project--great progress 

being made in helping marriages to flourish--establishing a model that other parishes might 

emulate, and possibly even being used in our diocese. But I knew that I could not get 

started without the blessing, so to speak, of our pastor, Fr. David Danneker. He agreed to 

meet with me and was not only open, but most encouraging about the planning and 

implementing of the project. I figured that with Fr. Dave on my side, all would go well. 

However, as I will be describing in the following pages, I was in for a big reality check. 

My illusions about how things would go were just that--illusions. I had worried about the  



response of my pastor when I probably should have been worrying about finding a 

cooperative group of couples for the planning phase and gathering some ideas for 

attracting recently married couples for the implementation. So, as you will see, the 

following presentation of my project is not exactly according to my original proposal. 

 



CHAPTER II 

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTING 

After talking to our pastor, I invited several trained mentor couples to form the planning 

group for the project--my reasoning was since these people are mentors of engaged 

couples, they would be well qualified to help me discern a good theological reflection 

process for recently married couples. I decided to use the method of paying attention to 

information from personal experience, cultural and religious tradition then allowing 

some dialogue between these three different sources in order to arrive at personal growth 

and spiritual insight through action (Whitehead E. and Whitehead, J., Method in 

Ministry, 13). This so-called tri-polar method seemed to be user friendly for my 

purposes of working with couples who have never consciously been exposed to 

theological reflection. I decided to simply do the process rather than go into a long 

instruction about it. I wanted them to experience it rather than study about it. Using 

personal case studies of marital disillusionment and conflict resolution seemed to be the 

way for me to proceed. By using case studies of a couple or couples, I reasoned that the 

participating couples would be able to identify with at least some of the examples of 

experiences. The goal would be for the participants to ultimately come to new vitality 

within their own marriages. 

The first planning group session was held on April 12, 2002 at St. Peter Church--three 

mentor couples attended. During this meeting, I presented a personal case study  



centering on communication, family of origin issues and conflict management (see 

Appendix A). I asked the planning group couples to play the game, so to speak, as if 

they were the implementation group--examine first of all the case study, then their own 

experiences in the light of culture and religious tradition (including Scripture). They 

needed to see how culture resources and religious tradition impact their experiences as 

couples and, finally, determine what action they might take to elicit change and growth 

for the good of their own marital relationships. 

I presented the case study. I gave the planning couples questions for reflection 

individually (see Appendix B) and then asked them to spend time privately with their 

spouses discerning about a personal action for their own couple benefit. Whether they 

actually cooperated and took part in the process, I could not tell. But when we gathered 

as a group, there were absolutely no responses to the questions I had given them for 

reflection nor any thoughts on the relationship between the experience, culture and 

religious tradition of the case studies. There was silence. There was no apparent evidence 

that these planning couples experienced any marriage soul-searching of their own nor 

received any felt benefit from the process. 

Once the couples did begin to talk, it was to say that not one of them was in favor of 

using the case study format for future implementation. The consensus was that the case 

study examples were too negative.  



Couple #1 (wife) said that she did not think it was suitable for a recently married couple 

to be presented a study on conflict resolution, since she and her husband had not had any 

conflict for at least the first two years of marriage. Her husband then suggested that 

instead of using case studies, I ought to consider using the Myers-Briggs Instrument to 

help the couples with self-awareness. 

Couple #2 (husband) asked me if my object was to find out if couples have problem 

marriages because that’s what this seemed to be to him--much too negative. His wife 

added that she would prefer something on intimacy. She asked “What is intimacy? Do 

couples know what intimacy is?” 

Couple #3 (wife) said that she favored using an update on the FOCCUS instrument used 

in mentoring engaged couples.(see Appendix C) Her husband chuckled and said nothing. 

That basically was the discussion. At the end of the meeting, I thanked the group for their 

input, told them that I was keeping their suggestions (regarding no conflict resolution and 

adding intimacy) in mind and promised to re-think the means of presenting the theological 

reflection process. Sometime after this first meeting, I sent these same couples a follow- 

up letter clarifying that although their suggestions for Myers-Briggs and FOCCUS were 

appreciated, the process we would be using was theological reflection. Then I pondered 

about how to put together a practical and quick application of the theological reflection 

process . What I had presented had apparently not worked for this planning group. It had 

been a flawed approach in a number of ways. I decided that I needed something that  



would be appealing, not perceived to be offensive or threatening in any way--maybe like a 

game-- yet able to accomplish the work of theological reflection. So game it was--I 

chose to use a brainstorming technique which would appear to be more general than 

personal, yet with these people, I judged that it might be the only way for me to elicit 

experiences without being perceived as invasive of the couples’ privacy or trying to dig for 

problems. 

~The second (and final) meeting of the planning group was held August 14, 2002 

(7-8:30 p.m.). Again, the attendees were 3 couples. (Couple #1 did not attend, but we 

gained Couple #4.) I introduced the brainstorming exercise which I hoped to use for three 

separate sessions: Communication in Marriage, Emotional Intimacy in Marriage and Our 

Sacrament of Marriage. 

The first brainstorming segment was Communication in Marriage. To start, I asked the 

following question: 

From your experiences and/or observations, what are some signs 

that there is good communication within a marriage and, on the 

other hand, what are some signs that the communication within 

a marriage is not doing well? 

Responses: On the experiences of good communication, the planning couples listed 

the following: joy, peace, in sync-ness, working together, laughing together, 

sharing comfortable with silence, telepathy, electricity, praying together, 

dialogue, interest in each other, continually learning about one another.  



Regarding the experiences of negative communication, the couples listed: silence, 

escalation, bitterness, sniping, keeping score, separation, avoidance, sparks flying, 

constant complaining, boredom, selfishness, humiliation. 

The next question centered on culture and communication: 

What importance does culture/society give to the need for good 

communication within marriage? (Couple #3-husband- objected 

to the wording of the culture question. He suggested that it be 

“What does culture teach you about communication in marriage?” 

Responses: The list of responses was relatively small compared to the first 

question: communication is important, failure emphasized, successes occasionally 

mentioned, no normal families, commitment not the norm, no guidance, media not 

notice failures, divorce OK, equality of sexes. 

The third question centered on the role of Scripture and religious tradition: 

What importance does Scripture and religious tradition give 

to the need for good communication within marriage? 

(Or what does Scripture/religious tradition teach us about 

communication in marriage?) 

Responses: St. Paul’s tract on love in 1Corinthians 13; religious tradition-- 

Divorce is not an option; “..husbands should love their wives” (Ephesians 5:28); 

pray together, God is always trying to communicate with us, communication is 

important, commitment, perseverance, endurance, persistence are ideals; don’t 

give up; forgiveness. 

The fourth question was the dialogue between experience, culture and religious tradition:  



Based on your experience or observations of married life 

and the influence of culture, Scripture/ religious tradition, 
do you note agreement or disagreement about the need 

for good communication within marriage? 

Responses: not a great deal of discussion here. The couples were unanimous that 

there seems to be agreement between the three areas as to the need for good 

communication in marriage, but there is a lack of guidance (not sure what they 

meant here). 

After the brainstorming segment on Communication, the couples were given two 

questions to reflect upon individually and then as a couple in dialogue: 

1) How would I rate my communication with you? 

2) What action can I take for the good of our relationship 

to make our communication even better? 

Twenty minutes later, we gathered again as a group and there were smiles. “Good!” and 

even a “Very Good!” “This is Do-able.” They seemed to like it. 

Because of the lack of time, I could not fully present the Emotional Intimacy and Our 

Sacrament segments, but I did explain how I planned to accomplish these last two 

sessions including the questions to be used. By the end of the meeting, I had the full OK 

of the planning group to proceed to the implementation group. These planning couples 

also advised that my intent to have three nights of reflection was too much. The 

consensus was that only one night is realistic because people are simply much too busy to 

give up three nights for reflection on their marriages.  



Two of the mentoring couples gave me names of recently married couples to invite to the 

night of reflection; however, no recently married couple indicated any interest in a night of 

reflection. It quickly became evident that my plan on targeting recently married couples 

would not fly, so I modified the advertising and invitations to include any married couple 

of the parish. There were Sunday Bulletin announcements, a poster and personal 

invitation notes sent to thirteen couples. 

The implementation of theological reflection on marriage was presented on October 19, 

2002 from 7-9:30 p.m. two couples and a half (wife)--none of whom was recently 

married. As had been approved by the planning group, the evening was divided into 

Communication in Marriage, Emotional Intimacy in Marriage and the Sacrament of 

Marriage. The style of presentation was mainly the decided upon brainstorming with the 

same questions as I had presented to the planning group.. 

During the Communication segment, the couples responded to the first question (the same 

as given to the planning group) with their experiences and observations of couples they 

judged to show good communication with each other. These included: affirmation of one 

another, casual signs of affection (such as holding hands), wanting to spend more time 

together, expressing feelings in a non-threatening way, using a positive tone of voice with 

each other, showing concern about each other, praising one’s spouse, telling spouse of 

faults in a gentle way. On the negative side, the couples stated that their experiences and 

observations of couples not in a good place communication-wise included: spouse  



bashing, displays of anger, ignoring spouse, rudeness toward spouse, sarcasm, negative 

tone of voice, apparent disillusionment, choosing to spend a lot of time apart, telling 

spouse of faults in a negative way. 

The second question (again, the same as for the planning group), dealt with culture’s 

judgment of the importance of good communication in marriage. Here only two positive 

cultural indicators were offered by the implementation group. It seemed that the 

wholesome “Little House on the Prairie” type of videos and good family role models were 

the only positives that they knew. As to the negatives--poor role models in media, 

mocking jokes about values, infidelity accepted, lack of respect, flirting in the workplace. 

Next was how Scripture and religious tradition supports good communication in 

marriage. The implementation group responded mainly with references to Scripture: 

“Love one another,” (John 15; 17) also “Love is Patient”etc. (1Corinthians 13) 

As to the fourth question which dealt with a dialogue between experience, culture and 

religious tradition, the couples’ consensus was that while Scripture/religious tradition 

supports good communication in marriage, they judged that culture for the most part 

does not support good communication, therefore, culture is at odds with 

Scripture/religious tradition and can be a strong stressful factor against a couple who is 

trying to maintain good communication within the marriage relationship.  



This was the end of the brainstorming on Communication in Marriage. What followed 

were the two questions for personal reflection and private dialogue which I had also given 

to the planning group. The two couples sought out a private place to write and talk. (The 

single wife cum baby left at this point. She had promised her husband she would be home 

in an hour.) After twenty minutes, we gathered again for refreshments and then on to the 

second segment--Emotional Intimacy in Marriage. 

In dealing with the topic of Emotional Intimacy, before delving into brainstorming , I 

clarified for the couples that this segment is not about sexual intimacy , although sex is a 

part of the whole intimacy picture. I introduced Emotional Intimacy as that something we 

all crave and yet are afraid of, something so profound that it is hard to talk about. In the 

intimate relationship of marriage, my spouse is the one person with whom I ought to be 

able to be totally myself--the one person besides God to whom I am completely 

accountable--a big order. 

With this in mind, the first question for brainstorming on Emotional Intimacy was: 

From your observations and/or your experience, what are 

some signs, if any, that a couple has a good level of emotional intimacy? 

On the other hand, what are some signs that a couple’s emotional intimacy 

is in trouble? 

Responses of the group on evidence of good level of emotional intimacy-- 

happiness, showing affection, affirmation, loving gifts, safety, respect, sharing 

feelings, trust. 

Responses of the group on evidence of lack of emotional intimacy--bad mouthing,  



third party sharing, depression, avoiding each other, talking about spouse as if 

he/she weren’t present, talking about spouse as simply “her or him”--no name, 

uncomfortable feelings being around a couple like this. 

The second question on Emotional Intimacy in Marriage was on culture: 

What importance, if any, does our culture/society give 

to emotional intimacy in marriage? (Or what does it 

teach us about emotional intimacy in marriage?) 

Responses of the implementation couples: On the positive side there are many 

self-help books and a wealth of information available to promote intimacy in 

marriage. On the negative side, there is a “soap opera” (promiscuous) 

mentality prevalent in our culture; cheating on one’s spouse is considered OK; 

there is godlessness; there is a lack of good family role models; sex is considered 

to be intimacy. 

The third question on Emotional Intimacy was addressed to Scripture/religious tradition: 

What importance, if any, does Scripture and religious 

tradition give to emotional intimacy in marriage? (or what 

does it teach us about emotional intimacy in marriage?) 

Responses of the implementation couples: The couples cited “Love is Patient 

etc.”(1 Corinthians 13) and “A man leaves his father and mother and clings to his 

wife,” (Genesis 2:24) also Jesus praying that “they may be one as You Father and 

I are One,”(John 17:21); the Song of Songs and going to Church together teach 

us the importance of emotional intimacy in marriage. 

The fourth question addressed the interaction of experience, culture and  



Scripture/religious tradition on emotional intimacy in marriage: 

Based on observation/experience, culture and 
Scripture/religious tradition, is there agreement or 

disagreement about emotional intimacy within marriage? 

Responses of the group: Basically, the two couples concurred that while Scripture 

and religious tradition indicate emotional intimacy as an important factor in 

marriage, culture apparently does not because of the more negative than positive 

cultural influences on emotional intimacy in marriage. This is another evidence of 

what can be a significant stress on a couple’s relationship. 

Once more, following brainstorming , the couples were given two questions on emotional 

intimacy for personal reflection and couple dialogue: 

1) When have I felt the most intimate with--or the closest to you? 

2) What can I do to help deepen the emotional intimacy of our relationship? 

After twenty minutes of couple private time, we again had some refreshments and moved 

on to the final session--Our Sacrament of Marriage. 

The beginning of Our Sacrament of Marriage was a short introduction on the meaning of 

sacrament in general and the Sacrament of Matrimony in particular. Marriage as a 

sacrament is another way that God reveals His Presence to us and His Love for us. 

Through our marriage vows that we make to each other before God, the priest, our 

families, our friends, we become formally committed to and devoted to each other. Our 

sacrament gives us the mandate to love one another, to journey together helping one 

another, ministering to one another, reaching out to heal each other and when the need  



arises seeking forgiveness from each other. Our Sacrament of Matrimony is not just 

saying the vows on our Wedding Day, it is our everyday decision to love each other. 

At this point, time was becoming a major factor for the remainder of the evening. 

Basically, I rushed the couples through the brainstorming questions on Sacrament: 

What does marriage as sacrament mean to me? 

From my experience and observation, where and 

when have I sensed the vows of marriage to be a 

sacrament? 

Responses of the group: commitment, grace, love of God and Family, vocation, 

after childbirth, feeling of holiness. 

The second question for brainstorming on Sacrament was concerning culture: 

What importance, if any, does our culture/society 

regard about marriage as sacrament? 

Responses of the couples: On the positive side--tendency toward monogamy. 

On the negative side: secular humanism, feminism, abortion, marriage isn’t sacred, 

divorce acceptable, promiscuity acceptable, catholic bashing, loss of religious 

values in many colleges 

The third question for brainstorming on Sacrament was concerning Scripture and 

religious tradition: 

What does Scripture and religious tradition say 

about marriage as sacrament? 

Responses of the couples: Genesis--creation of man and woman, (John 2:1-11) 

the Marriage Feast at Cana, the Holy Family, annulments as pastoral compassion.  



On the negative side--the couples judge that marriage is perceived in the Church as 

a second class vocation. 

The fourth questions for brainstorming on Sacrament dealt with the interaction of 

experience, culture and Scripture/religious tradition: 

Looking at observations/experience, culture and 

Scripture/religious tradition, is there agreement 

or disagreement between these three factors about 

marriage as sacrament? 

Responses of the group: The two couples stated that they saw agreement between 

experience and Scripture, but not culture--again, too many negative influences of 

culture affecting experience. 

We came to the final time for personal reflection and couple dialogue on the following two 

questions 

1) How do I think that I/we have been living our 

sacrament according to God’s Plan for marriage 

in general and our marriage in particular? 

2) What can I do for the good of our relationship to 

promote more understanding of our sacrament 

and more spiritual growth on our journey together? 

When I handed these two questions to the couples, Couple #1 stated that this had gone on 

too long and left, but Iwas able to give them an evaluation paper which they took home, 

completed and returned to me at another time. 

Couple #2 completed the reflection and dialogued. We ended the evening in a short 

discussion about the sessions and especially that they were too lengthy. I gave them the 

evaluation papers which they completed and returned. It had been a long evening.  



The planning group phase and the implementation group phase were now completed--the 

next challenge was to consider what, if anything was learned in the sessions , how the 

couples judged the proceedings and where do we go from here? 

 



CHAPTER III 

WHAT WAS LEARNED? 

It became evident to me after experiencing the two groups--planning and implementing-- 

that they had some differing opinions about the questions; for example, the planning 

group judged that culture as a resource gives evidence of rating good communication in 

marriage to be important, while the implementation group judged that culture does not 

give much evidence of rating good communication in marriage to be important. 

The question concerning the influence of culture on communication (in the 

implementation group) actually focused more on observations of good and bad values 

affecting marriage, not on good and bad communication; for example, “Little House on 

the Prairie videos, good family role models vs. poor role models in media, infidelity 

accepted, lack of respect, flirting in workplace.” I think that this indicates a 

misunderstanding or lack of knowledge of what the influence of culture has on 

communication in marriage. 

In all three sessions, the implementation group seemed hesitant about how to approach the 

fourth questions concerning the interaction between personal observation/experience, 

culture and Scripture/religious tradition. Maybe I did not present the question so that it 

was easily understood by the participants.  



So what knowledge can I say was definitely gained from the implementation of the 

project? There were no eureka breakthroughs or stunning insights occurring during the 

implementation sessions--at least not from the group standpoint. The jury is still out as to 

what effect, if any, the experience of this evening of theological reflection had on any of 

the spousal relationships of the couples who participated. Since it is between God and 

the individual couple, it is not for me to be judge or jury. 

 



CHAPTER IV 

HOW DID THEY LIKE THE PROCESS? 

When analyzing an evaluation, it would seem advantageous to have a goodly amount of 

data from which to draw. Not so in this case. There were five participants in the 

implementation group--two couples and a half a couple (wife). The four members of the 

two couples completed the evaluation at the end of the session. The form that I used for 

the evaluation of the implementation had five questions: 

1) What did you like most about this evening? 

2) What did you like least” 

3) What would you add? 

4) What would you change or omit? 

5) Any other comments? 

The results of the evaluation were varied and interesting: 

1) What did you like most? 

-Brainstorming about communication with other people/Discussion. 

-Finding ways to improve marriage/Free exchange of opinion. 

-Time spent with spouse. 

-Time for reflecting with spouse 

It looks like the brainstorming was well received. I judge that brainstorming, 

discussion, finding ways to improve marriage and free exchange of opinion are all 

basically an affirmation of the method used.  



It also seems that there was appreciation by two of the people for the time to 

spend reflecting and dialoging with their spouses. 

2) What did you like least? 

-Lack of people present who could have contributed to the discussion. 

-A little bit too long 

-Too long 

-Some questions too involved to conduct a focused discussion 

The lack of people is also a concern that IT had. The fact that two people indicated 

the evening was too long is a point well taken for future evenings of reflection. 

The critique that some of the questions were too involved hit home too. I sensed 

that immediately on the questions regarding culture and Scripture/religious 

tradition. More work needed here. 

3) What would you add? 

-Childcare 

-More couples 

-Advice on how to change one’s bad habits 

-Nothing 

The suggestion about “Childcare” I would be able to correct. The suggestion 

about “More couples” is a challenge that I need to address. 

The “Advice” suggestion doesn’t seem appropriate for an evening of reflection as I 

am not a marriage counselor. 

4) What would you change or omit? 

-Less topics for one evening. It may have been a bit much for one evening. 
-How to improve our marriage. 

-Less about society and more about self improvement 

-More time and more private place to reflect with your spouse.  



Once again the time factor came into the evaluation. Too many topics and not 

enough time for private reflecting and dialogue. I can do something about both of 

these; however, I cannot do anything about the need for a more private setting for 

dialogue. Our Church doesn’t have the space for that as yet. 

I am confused by the comment regarding more about improving marriage...also 

less about society and more about self-improvement. Apparently these 

participants just did not understand that indeed this was directed to growth and 

improvement of self and marriage. Back to the drawing board on this. 

5) Any other comments? 

-It would be better if we covered one topic each night instead of trying to 

crowd it all into one session. 

-Start a little earlier in the evening 

-Maybe an opportunity for something like this quarterly. 

The time problem again--no more comments on that. I am appreciative that one of the 

participants would like to do this again. All in all, I think that the four evaluation sheets 

provide much food for thought and are positive indicators of the benefit potential by 

holding more sessions at our parish of theological reflection on marriage. It was 

especially affirming that all four of the responders stated in a variety of ways that they like 

having time to spend discussing with their spouses and working on their marriage.  



CHAPTER V 

FINAL REFLECTION AND SUMMARY-- 

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE? 

This project wasn’t anything like I imagined it would be. Because I truly believed that it 

would be beneficial for recently married couples to have some marriage enrichment 

(within two or so years) as a follow-up to their pre-marital instruction, I set that--the 

recently married-- to be my target group within our parish. 

I was confident that this would be a winner of a project. I had found something that 

would not only help to divorce-proof our neophyte couples of the parish but give them 

opportunity to deepen their intimacy and strengthen the bond of their sacrament. My 

dream was to make this or something similar a regular offering in the parish. I was elated 

and grateful that our pastor was supportive. But things just went “bass akwards” from the 

planning group I selected onward. First of all, I fully expected that the planning group of 

four couples (all involved in the mentoring of engaged couples) would be positive and 

supportive. Some of them had previously expressed that engaged couples need something 

after they are married not just before. So I was 99% certain that these mentoring couples 

would not only cooperate with me but would cheer this project on. Not so...at least in the 

beginning. The first session of the planning group, in my mind, was a disaster. Three of 

the four couples attended. I felt uncomfortable--maybe it was my own nervousness--but I 

had the distinct impression that the couples who did come were there only because our 

Pastor’s name was on the “copy to” list. I didn’t want to believe this but one of the men  



(Couple # 2) began acting like he was either going to explode in anger or have a heart 

attack. He was red in the face... he sat with his arms folded and a scowl that seemed to say 

“Just Try and Attack Me...I’'m Ready.” Later, in the time for personal reflection and 

dialogue, he paced back and forth with the same scowl on his face. I couldn’t understand 

what was angering him--this is a man that my husband and I enjoy working with on a 

volunteer basis. I had never seen him so obviously hostile. I was intimidated and 

shocked.. The other members of the group had bored and glum facial expressions that 

also gave me the message that they were none too happy to be there. As I mentioned 

earlier, the group nixed the presentation of two personal case studies. They also vetoed 

the questions on experience, culture, religious tradition as well as the interactive dialogue 

process between these three poles of theological reflection aimed at the development of an 

action for improving a couple’s marital relationship. 

I think I could cope with the fact that these people probably weren’t too thrilled about 

taking part in the planning meeting , but what was hardest for me to understand was the 

actual avoidance of any discussion of the areas on marriage that were presented or of any 

sharing of ideas about marriage. Between the visible anger of the man of couple #2--and 

on the other hand, the constant chuckling (was it snickering ?) of the man of couple #3-- 

the rejection of the case studies plus the other suggestions about administering the 

Myers-Briggs test or redoing FOCCUS instead of theological reflection, I felt baffled and 

stymied.. Why were these people so reluctant to share themselves? Was it me? Was it 

them? Our culture? Our religious tradition? I hadn’t a clue. So I did some more reading  



and came upon what I think is a revealing observation. Karen Kayser refers to the David 

and Vera Mace’s longtime study on marriage: 

“_..there is a taboo in our culture that discourages spouses from talking 
about their marriages. This ‘intermarital taboo’ states that married 
couples cannot talk openly to each other about their marriages. 

Unfortunately because of this taboo, couples do not have the chance 

to share with one another the stresses of married life and the possible 

ways to cope effectively with them.”(Kayser, 43) 

Bingo!! But if these trained mentoring couples cannot share with others, for Pete’s sake, 

who can? I went back to the drawing board and re-designed another means of presenting 

theological reflection on marriage, keeping in mind that the planning group would not like 

anything on conflict; therefore it had to be pretty much non-threatening. I came up with 

the brainstorming notion and presented my brainstorming ideas on Communication, 

Emotional Intimacy and Sacrament at the next session on August 14. This would be my 

last chance to get these people (planning group) together. They are all extremely busy, 

and I knew that they were doing me a huge favor by coming to the first planning group 

meeting. As it turned out, at the second meeting a couple who had not come the first time 

did show up while one of the others who had come the first time did not. The 

brainstorming idea worked very well, better than I had hoped. Every one of the people 

present participated--there was even a mild bit of enthusiasm. I was hopeful. I was also 

optimistic that these mentor couples would be able to encourage those newly married 

whom they had mentored to come to the implementation-- “an evening of reflection for 

married couples.” Two of the couples gave me names of newly married couples to call 

(which I appreciated). However, the implementation group of my dreams did not happen.  



No recently married couples responded, so I had to broaden my horizons to include 

married couples of all ages and years married. My means of advertising the evening of 

reflection included: the parish bulletin, a poster in the Narthex of the Church and 

handwritten invitations to 13 couples. As I stated in an earlier chapter, two and 1/2 

couples attended. Their years married: Couple #1--47 yrs., Couple #2--15 yrs, and a wife 

(with baby--husband home with two older children), married 9 yrs. 

In general, the implementation group was enthusiastic, at least for the session on 

Communication. At the end of the Communication session, the single parent (with baby) 

had to leave because she had promised her husband she would be home in an hour. The 

session on Emotional Intimacy was OK; however, at the end of it, Couple #1 started 

complaining aloud that the sessions were going on too long. I began to feel panicky and 

started to rush through the session on Sacrament. By this time Couple #1 wanted to leave 

and did. Couple #2 stayed on until the end of Sacrament and indicated that they had 

enjoyed the three sessions. 

When all was said and done, I was grateful that the couples who came did so; yet I was 

disappointed on several counts: 1) that the people of the planning group had appeared 

so unenthusiastic and reluctant about the project, 2) that no recently married couple 

cared to attend the implementation evening of reflection and 3) that longer married 

couples did not break any doors down to attend the evening of reflection. As I mentioned 

earlier, there is absolutely nothing offered for the spiritual nurturing of the married couples 

of our parish of 800+ families and apparently very few couples seem to care. Women  



have women’s groups, women’s evenings of reflection and women’s retreats, men have 

the same. Our parish council has periodic days of reflection. But married couples--as 

couples-- are out of the loop as far as parish spiritual nourishing goes. 

We talked in the planning and implementation groups about the influence of our American 

culture on our experiences. Besides the cultural influences on communication and 

emotional intimacy mentioned by the planning and implementation groups, I personally 

judge that factors like work, the cultural focuses in our little town on hunting, fishing, 

spectator sports, scouts, carting children to soccer, swimming, baseball, basketball, 

football, music lessons, dance lessons, you-name-it lessons are the overwhelming priorities 

of most married couples who live in this South Central Pennsylvania area. Our parish has 

its own culture too. The parish family has two main focuses--money making for the 

building fund and the teaching/ fostering of the children and youth, including the 

instruction of engaged couples. I am not saying that these are bad focuses, but in my 

humble opinion, there is a big hole of need in our parish. Married coupes are silently 

suffering in unhappy marriages and yet, apparently do not recognize that their 

relationships need some active care, not just basic maintenance. There is something 

terribly wrong going on when we have an average of 700 couples in our diocese applying 

for annulments yearly. (This figure was given to me by Msgr. Thomas Kujovsky from our 

Harrisburg Diocesan Marriage Tribunal.)  



So I think that we are influenced by at least two cultures--secular culture and the culture 

of our parish--both affect the state of marriage. In our multi-phased society, I believe that 

the majority of couples see marriage as a “plug in” or “turn key” operation--start it up 

(with the vows) and ignore it because it takes care of itself--sort of like a water heater--the 

only time you notice that it needs help is if the hot water stops flowing. When a marriage 

is in trouble, according to Karen Kayser, couples are reluctant to seek help because of the 

cultural myth that being successful in marriage “should come naturally and effortlessly” 

(Kayser, 143). Which also goes back to the intermarital taboo of don’t tell anybody 

about your marriage, just press on. 

What does Scripture or Church tradition have to say about the need for care and nurturing 

of marriages? There are a number of references to the union of marriage throughout both 

the Old and New Testaments; however, the one passage that speaks to me of the need for 

care and nurturing of marriage is St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians 5: 28, 29-- 

“...husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who 

loves his wife loves himself. For no one hates his own flesh but 

rather nourishes and cherishes it, even as Christ does the Church.” 

As to our Catholic tradition, the Diocese of Harrisburg, PA provides much help for 

engaged couples. The diocese also actively supports the work of lay people who are 

dedicated to the fostering of the sacredness and the sacrament of marriage through two 

vital ministries --Marriage Encounter and Retrouvaille. So on the one hand, the Church is 

encouraging the nurturing of and growth in marriage, but the offered programs, Marriage  



Encounter and Retrouvaille, are usually limited to just a few couples who have the 

availability and funds to travel to these weekend type marriage enrichment seminars. 

How does my experience of the evident lack of interest of most of our parish couples for 

attending an evening of marital reflection; the influence on these couples’ attitudes by 

both secular and parish culture; and the role of Scripture/religious tradition in promoting 

marriage enrichment all interact ? I think that culture and Scripture/religious tradition 

are at odds about this--what Scripture has to say about marriage and the efforts of the 

diocese to promote marriage enrichment disagree with the non-prioritizing of the 

marriage relationship by both secular and parish cultures. The lack of the couples’ interest 

in working on their marriages speaks loudly and clearly to me that what Scripture tells us 

and what the diocese is trying to promote is not being heard--culture is basically winning 

this struggle. However, I do think that my campaign for the care and maintenance of 

marriages is not down and out. Much can be done with the help of God by aware and 

concerned lay couples with background support from the clergy. We are talking about 

effecting changes here--changes in people’s attitudes about their marriages starting with a 

basic recognition of and respect for the sacredness of their calling and their sacrament . 

This is something that will not happen overnight. 

Although the response of the planning group for this project ran from mildly enthusiastic 

at best to visibly hostile at worst, and the response of the implementation group was 

generally enthusiastic but disappointing because of the small number of couples attending,  



I hope to continue to offer marital theological reflection within our parish. It will take 

much patience, time and most of all it will take prayerful discernment to follow the 

direction of Providence. God’s Plan for marriage is unity--we need to help each other to 

recognize His Providential design and be open to it. 

 



APPENDIX A 

The following is the case study which was presented at the first Planning Group Meeting. 

This is a personal account given by me (Bernie) and my husband (Mike). 

(Bernie)--Mike’s and my personalities have been both assets and liabilities for our 
relationship. The qualities which attracted us to one another initially actually became 
sources of annoyance and resentment. From the get-go, I was attracted to Mike’s quiet 

and analytical approach. He seemed gentle and mysterious in the best sense of the word. 
And he had an inner strength that I loved. Also he made me laugh. 

(Mike)--I have never been much for showing my emotions; so Bernie’s open and 

expressive nature was especially attractive to me. She was warm, loving and fun to be 
with. 

(Bernie)--We also thought that we had a great deal in common. We were both Catholic 

and had grown up with a lot of Catholic education. Both of our families were hard 

working, good people. And we had many of the same interests. But besides our 
personality differences, there were some things in our families of origin which have been 

influences on Mike’s and my relationship. 

(Mike)--I came from a family of four--my Dad, Mom, my younger sister and me. I grew 

up in a suburb of Detroit in a little white house surrounded by a great deal of open space. 

My parents were both children of Slovak immigrants--coal mining people with ultra large 

families (12 children in my Dad’s family and 16 children in my Mom’s family.) The social 

life of my childhood was mainly the extended family gatherings. My parents had no adult 

friends outside of the extended family. 

My parents had been children of the great depression so saving and being thrifty meant a 

lot to them. They bought everything by cash or money order. They wouldn’t consider 

having a checking account. They actually paid off their mortgage in three years. They 
would repair their belongings sometimes beyond usefulness. My Mom was dependent on 
my Dad for almost everything because she didn’t drive and she knew nothing about their 
finances. But she was loving and laid back and ran a quiet, well organized home. 

So besides my personality, I brought some expectations to our marriage. I expected, for 

example that we would be saving money rather than spending. I expected that our bills 

would be paid by cash or money-order. We would have a frugal life with just the basics-- 

with everything well maintained and in good repair. I hoped that we would have a large 

family and that we would have an atmosphere of quiet, comfort, space and a laid-back 

attitude toward discipline so that our children would grow up to be peaceful and strong.  



(Bernie)--1 came from a family of eight--my Mom, Step-Dad, me as the oldest, then one 

half-sister and 4 half brothers. My Mom was not Catholic, but my Step-Dad was. I was 

raised in an apartment in the city of Chicago in what I would call an Irish Catholic Ghetto. 

My extended step family was fairly large. There was a lot of whispering and backbiting 

among the extended family, but my Mom and Step Dad also had many friends who were 

actually closer than the extended family. My Mom worked part time. My Step-Dad 

worked two jobs. My parents were not savers. For them, keeping a family of six children 

going meant constantly scraping together and spending money--also occasionally taking 

out loans. 

My Mom was the family taxi driver, and she handled all of the family finances. She was 

the main disciplinarian. She was what I would call overprotective and stern, believing that 

sparing the rod meant spoiling a child. Ours was not a quiet, peaceful household, but was 

full of stress and strain. 

So I brought to our marriage both my personality style and expectations that I would 

handle the finances in the family...and that Mike and I would have a joint checking 

account. I also expected that we would buy large items on time. I believed that saving 

was something I would like for us to be able to do, but recognized that it would not 

always be possible. I also hoped for a large family, but had some definitely rigid ideas 

about how the children should be disciplined. 

(Mike)--It could have been expected that not long after we were married, the subject of 

money became annoying to both of us. Like my Dad, I didn’t believe in checking 

accounts. Bernie had had her own checking account for years. So that was a point of 

disagreement. I wanted to save more than spend. Bernie wanted to spend more than 

save. Some of our money disagreements were not big deals, but it was annoying and 

disillusioning for both of us. 

(Bernie)--While I tried to be loving and cooperative about the money issue, I noticed that 

those attractive qualities of Mike’s that I loved--his quiet, unassuming, analytical approach 

began to drive me up the wall because with analyzing everything came dogged slowness 

that I couldn’t stand. I am a person who likes things to be done yesterday; so there were 

days when I had one nerve left and Mike was slowly stepping on it. 

(Mike)--There is a word to describe open expressiveness that goes awry--it’s called 

nagging. My warm cuddly Bernie had become Dragon Lady. There were times when I 

just wanted to get away from the nagging and have a little peace. 

(Bernie)--When we were blessed with children quite soon in our married life, we 
discovered that we couldn’t stand the approach to discipline that each other had. 1 
thought I knew it all about discipline. I had baby-sat for my sister and brothers. I was 
strict like my Mom. I couldn’t believe that Mike could be so relaxed about discipline--just 

give them love and space and watch them grow. There were times when I would actually  



hiss at him through clenched teeth about maintaining a united front. I had to have my way 

on this because my way, the strict way, was the right way--period. 

(Mike)--While Bernie emoted, I would look for reasonableness. If did feel anger 

coming, I would sit on my emotions. I began to think of Bernie’s emotional displays as 

childish and since I was an adult, I wouldn’t be a party to those displays. 

(Bernie)--I was often puzzled by Mike’s lack of response to me. When something 

bothered me and I would tell him, he just didn’t respond; sometimes I thought that he 
wasn’t listening to me. Other times, when I thought that he was getting annoyed with me, 
all I sensed coming from him was aloofness and iciness. So to me, my gentle, quiet lover 

had become the ice man--no emotion--just ice. 

(Mike)--While we were coping with our differences, two couples who were good friends 
of ours in our parish, separated and divorced. To have people that we thought we knew 

and whom we loved, break apart--turn their backs on their vows and their sacrament--was 

extremely upsetting to both of us. 

(Bernie)--Things sort of came to a head in our relationship with an unusual incident: we 
had been married about 8-9 years when we attended a parish leadership training weekend. 

Included on the agenda were some non-verbal sensitivity type exercises. One of the non- 

verbal exercises was for us to stand facing our spouse and take turns placing our hands on 

each other’s shoulders, then do just what we felt like doing. 

(Mike)--At first, I though it was kind of silly. But when I placed my hands on Bernie’s 

shoulders, I just started pushing and pushing her so hard that she ended on her knees. I 

was shocked at what I had done and saw the hurt and fear in Bernie's eyes. I didn’t know 

what to say to her after that. 

(Bernie)--When Mike pushed me to the floor, I was frightened by the anger on his face 

and it shook me up. I felt hurt and confused. Iknew that something was very wrong 
between us, but I couldn’t talk to Mike about it. After that I withdrew from him 

emotionally. I felt isolated and misunderstood and scared that our marriage was falling 

apart. 

(Mike)--I had had no peace because of Bernie’s screeching and acting as though she was 

always right. I felt misunderstood and sometimes like I hated her. But I believed in the 
commitment I had made to her and wanted to love and cherish her. 

(Bernie)--As scared and helpless as I felt about our relationship, I also believed in the 

vows that we had made and wanted to love Mike and stay married to him.  



APPENDIX B 

The following questions were given for reflection at the first Planning 
Group Session: 

1) Mike and Bernie shared their story of failed expectations and how 

this affected their relationship. 

What experience have we had of failed expectations in our 
relationship, especially during difficult times? What were my 

thoughts and feelings during such experiences? 

2) Culture has had an impact on the experiences in Mike and Bernie’s 

story. 
How has Culture played a part in our marriage, especially 

during any times of difficulty? 

3) Our Church Tradition has had an influence on Mike and Bernie’s 

- relationship. 

Looking at our relationship, how has Church Tradition 

played a part, especially during our times of difficulty? 

4) Looking at the three factors of Experience, Culture and Church 
Tradition on our marriage, do I/we have any new awareness or 
insights about our relationship from this process? 

5) What action might this process suggest to me/us for growth in 

our relationship as a couple? 

 



APPENDIX C 

This is a thumbnail explanation of FOCCUS to which I referred in 

Chapter II of this study. 

FOCCUS--Facilitating Open Couple Communication, Understanding 
& Study (of Omaha , NE) was developed by B. Markley, Ph.D, 

M. Micheletto, M.A. and A. Becker, A.C.S.W. in 1985. FOCCUS is 

the instrument of choice used in the Diocese of Harrisburg, PA for the 

mentoring of engaged couples. 

Basically, FOCCUS is a user friendly tool designed to help couples 

learn more about who they are, who their intended is and 

to identify potential relationship issues before they are married. 
FOCCUS is not used for predicting success or failure of a 

marriage, but it is aimed at giving individual feedback to members of 

a couple on the areas that are important to living a Christian marriage. 

It is also aimed at promoting the sacred values and ideals of the 

Sacrament of Matrimony. (Markley, B.,Ph.D. and Micheletto, M.A, 

FOCCUS (Facilitating Open Couple Communication, Understanding 

and Study), 2nd edition, Omaha, NE: FOCCUS Inc., 1997.) 
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