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Before You Begin

¥

This is not a book about organising a wedding. It is about what the
Church thinks is happening underneath the flowers, music,

photographs and nerves.

Catholic marriage contains several surprises. The couple, not the
priest, are ordinarily understood to be the ministers of the sacrament in
the Latin Church. Consent, not the ring, makes the marriage. A parish
file can become an act of justice. A home can be called a domestic

Church without becoming a tiny monastery.

And the sacrament is not mainly for the wedding day. It is for the
years afterwards: illness, children or infertility, money, forgiveness,
ageing, arguments, Sunday Mass, empty nests, and all the Tuesdays
nobody photographs.

This booklet tries to explain difficult Catholic teaching in ordinary
English. It does not replace pastoral or canonical advice for an individual
marriage. It simply asks you to look again at a sacrament many Catholics

have seen often but may never have had explained.

The yes is spoken in a few seconds. A whole life can grow inside it.
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Chapter 1

Why Jesus Went to a Wedding
)

If you open St John's Gospel and wait for Jesus to do His first public
sign, you might expect a synagogue, a sickbed, or a dramatic
confrontation. Instead, you get a wedding. There are guests, servants,
stone jars, a mother who notices a problem, and a bride and groom who

are about to run out of wine.

That is worth noticing. Christ did not begin by treating ordinary
human love as something beneath Him. He entered it. He sat at the
table. When the celebration was in danger of becoming an

embarrassment, He stayed.

The six stone jars at Cana were not wine jars. St John tells us they
were there for Jewish rites of purification. Each held a large amount of
water. Jesus did not produce a few extra bottles. The sign was abundant.
Something used for washing became part of a feast. The Gospel is
already showing us a pattern: Christ does not despise what is human. He

takes it seriously, and He can give it a depth it did not have by itself.

Marriage also appears before there is a church building, a parish
register, or a wedding photographer. Genesis speaks of a man leaving
father and mother, holding fast to his wife, and the two becoming one
flesh. When people later tried to trap Jesus with questions about divorce,
He did something striking: He went back to the beginning. He did not
start with what people had managed to permit. He started with what
God intended.

That is the first Catholic surprise. The Church does not think she
invented marriage. She received it, and Christ raised it, between the

baptised, into a sacrament.
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Reflection

Cana is comforting for a reason we sometimes miss. The miracle
happens because something ordinary has gone wrong. Nobody is dying.
There is no demon to cast out. A family is simply facing humiliation at

its own wedding feast.

Our Lady notices before anyone asks her. Jesus acts. The servants carry
heavy jars. The guests drink wine without knowing where it came from.
That is very close to married life. Much of grace arrives without

trumpets. Someone notices.

Someone carries the jar. Someone does the small thing that keeps the day
from collapsing. A sacramental marriage is not a promise that the wine
will never run low. It is the astonishing claim that Christ is willing to be
present when it does.

The couple do not have to manufacture grace. They have to keep
making room for Him. The week after Cana still had washing-up. That
does not make the miracle smaller. It tells us where miracles are meant to

live.

A Short Prayer

Lord Jesus, who came to Cana, stay with every married couple when the

first joy becomes ordinary life. Amen.
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Chapter 2

The Couple Do Something No Priest Can Do for
Them

+

Many Catholics are surprised by this: in the Latin Church, the bride and
bridegroom are ordinarily understood to be the ministers of the
sacrament to each other. The priest does not manufacture the marriage.
He receives their consent in the name of the Church and blesses the
union, but he cannot supply the one thing that makes the marriage: their

consent.

Canon Law says it very plainly: consent makes marriage, and no
human power can supply that consent. That means a bishop, a priest, a
family, or a beautiful ceremony cannot create a marriage if the man and

woman themselves do not truly give themselves.

This also explains why Catholic weddings contain questions before
the vows. Are you free? Are you prepared to love and honour each other
for life? Are you prepared to accept children lovingly from God? The
Church is not filling time before the photographs. She is checking

whether the words that follow are meant.

Eastern Catholic weddings show the mystery differently. There, the
priest or bishop blesses and crowns the couple. The crowns are
beautiful, but they are not soft decoration. In the Christian East they
can suggest both glory and martyrdom. Married love has both. There are

days when love feels like a feast and days when it costs something.

So when a couple stand before the altar, they are not waiting for a
priest to perform a service. They are doing something before God that

nobody else can do for them.



The Yes That Makes a House

Reflection

There is something almost frightening about the Church's respect for
two ordinary people at a wedding. She gathers everyone. She brings out
the Scriptures. She calls witnesses. A priest or deacon stands there. Then,
at the decisive moment, the Church becomes quiet enough for two

people to speak.

She cannot say their yes for them. That is a good lesson beyond marriage.
Grace does not normally erase human freedom. God does not love us by
turning us into puppets. He asks for a real answer. A sacrament is
therefore not magic.

It is God's action meeting a human act that is meant to be true. This is
why the wedding day is both joyful and serious. The couple are not
acting in a play written by the priest. They are making a covenant. The
Church surrounds that yes with prayer because she knows how much

life will eventually have to fit inside it.

A Short Prayer

Christ, give those who marry the freedom to mean what they say, and the
grace to keep saying it with their lives. Amen.
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Chapter 3
The Most Important Part Is Not the Ring
;

Ask people what makes a wedding and they may mention rings, a dress, a
church, or the signing of the register. The Church's answer is more

surprising: consent. The ring is a sign. The consent is the act.

Catholicism takes words seriously. At Baptism a name is spoken with
water. In Confession words of sorrow meet words of absolution. At
Mass, Christ's words are spoken over bread and wine. The sacraments
are not all the same, but they share something deeply human: God uses

things we can hear, touch, eat, pour, say, and receive.

At marriage, the couple do not merely report a feeling. They give
consent. In ordinary English we might say: I am giving myself to you as
husband or wife, faithfully, for life, in a marriage that is open to the gift
of children.

This is why the Church cares about freedom. A forced yes is not the
same yes. Serious deception can matter. Grave lack of judgement can
matter. An intention against permanence, fidelity, or children can
matter. The Church is not being fussy about words. She is asking
whether the words were carrying the truth they appeared to carry.

Here is another fact many people do not know: a wedding can be
magnificent and still fail to bring about a valid marriage if essential
consent is missing. And a wedding can be modest, nervous, and
imperfectly photographed, yet establish a real sacramental covenant.

God is not impressed by the table plan. He looks at the gift.

10
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Reflection

We live among words that disappear quickly. Messages are deleted.
Terms and conditions are accepted without reading them. Public
promises can be rewritten when they become inconvenient. A wedding

vow belongs to another world.

The Church believes a human being can speak a sentence so serious that
a whole life can be built around it. That sounds old-fashioned only until

you are the person who needs somebody's word to remain true.
Children need it.

A sick spouse needs it. The elderly husband who no longer remembers
yesterday needs it. The wife sitting beside a hospital bed needs it. The
vow is not valuable because feelings are unimportant. Feelings matter
greatly. But feelings cannot carry the whole weight of a life.

The ring can be lost. The photographs can fade. The sentence remains,

because two people once used their freedom to give more than a feeling.

A Short Prayer

Lord, teach us to speak promises slowly, truthfully, and with enough
humility to ask Your belp in keeping them. Amen.

11
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Chapter 4
Why the Church Refuses to Separate Love from Life
;

Catholic teaching on marriage becomes difficult for many people at this
point, so it is worth slowing down. The Church says marriage is ordered
both to the good of the spouses and to the procreation and education of

children. She will not treat either as an embarrassing extra.

That does not mean every marriage will have children. Infertility can
be a deep cross, and a childless marriage is not a failed sacrament. Nor
does Catholic teaching require a couple to seek pregnancy in every fertile
cycle. Responsible parenthood is real. Serious physical, psychological,
economic, or family circumstances can give a couple reasons to space

births.

The deeper point is about the meaning of the body. Husband and
wife do not merely use their bodies to express an emotion. Their bodily
union says something: I give myself to you. Catholic teaching asks that
this act not be deliberately made to say, at the same moment, 'except my
fertility'. That is why the Church distinguishes periodic abstinence from

contraception.

This teaching is often presented as a list of permissions and
prohibitions. That is too small. The real question is whether the body
can tell the truth. Catholicism says the body is not packaging around the

soul. What we do bodily can carry moral and sacramental meaning.

There is also a forgotten kind of fruitfulness. Some homes never
contain a cot, yet welcome nieces, nephews, godchildren and
neighbours. The Church does not pretend this removes the pain of

infertility. She does say that married love can remain generous.

12
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Reflection

The Church's teaching here is demanding because she thinks sex is more
important than our culture often does. That may sound backwards.
People sometimes imagine Catholic teaching makes too much trouble

about sex. In fact, the Church refuses to call it trivial.

She believes the body can make a promise. That means fertility is not a
defect attached to intimacy. It belongs to the language of the body, even
when conception does not happen and even when a couple has serious

reasons to avoid pregnancy for a time.

This is also why infertility deserves tenderness, not careless advice.
Abraham and Sarah knew waiting. Elizabeth and Zechariah knew it.
Scripture does not laugh at the empty room. A Christian marriage is
fruitful first because love is meant to move outward.

Sometimes that fruit has a name and a baptism date. Sometimes it looks

like a table with room for somebody who had nowhere else to go.

A Short Prayer

God of life, make married love generous, truthful and tender, especially

where hope has been wounded. Amen.

13
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Chapter 5

Until Death — and What That Does Not Mean
)

Jesus' teaching about marriage is one of the places where the Gospel
refuses to become easy simply because life is hard. Asked about divorce,
He points back to creation: what God has joined, no one should

separ ate.

The Church therefore teaches that a valid sacramental marriage
between two baptised people, once ratified and consummated, cannot
be dissolved by any human power except death. That sentence is strong

because the covenant is StI‘OI’lg.

There is a distinction many Catholics have never heard. A
sacramental marriage that has not been consummated can, for a just
cause, be dissolved by the Roman Pontiff. Canon Law treats that as a
different = situation. Once the marriage is both ratified and
consummated, the bond has a firmness the Church says no human

authority can undo.

But indissolubility does not mean a person must remain physically
under the same roof in every circumstance. Canon Law recognises
situations in which separation can be legitimate. Violence, grave danger,
and serious harm are not things a spouse is required to endure in order to
prove faithfulness. Civil divorce may sometimes be tolerated when it is

the only practical way to secure legal rights, protection, or care of

children.

The Church can say both things because they answer different
questions. Is the marriage bond real? And is it safe or possible for these

two people to live together now? Those are not identical questions.

14
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Reflection

There are moments when mercy becomes confused with pretending. If
someone is being harmed, telling them simply to 'try harder’ is not
Catholic pastoral care. Safety matters. Truth matters. Children matter.
But the opposite mistake is possible too: pretending a real vow was only

a contract that expires when life becomes painful.

Christ does neither. He protects the dignity of the person and the truth
of the covenant. Holding those together can be difficult. Sometimes it
leaves a person carrying a cross they did not choose. The Church's
teaching on indissolubility is not a celebration of suffering.

It is a refusal to say that promises become unreal merely because keeping
them becomes costly. And the Church's permission for separation in
grave cases is not a denial of marriage. It is an acknowledgement that a

covenant meant to serve life cannot be used as an excuse to destroy it.

A Short Prayer

Lord Jesus, protect those who are afraid, strengthen those who are faithful,
and give Your Church wisdom when marriage becomes a place of pain.

Amen.

15
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Chapter 6
Why the Church Keeps a File
;

A wedding can be intensely personal, but a marriage is never only
private. It creates rights, duties, kinship, a household, and often children.
That is one reason the Church cares about witnesses, registers,

documents, and canonical form.

In ordinary circumstances, a Latin Catholic marries before the
competent bishop, parish priest, or delegated priest or deacon, together
with two witnesses. There are exceptions and dispensations, but the

normal form makes the act public and recognisable.

This can feel unromantic. Yet paperwork has a strange ability to
become merciful twenty years later. A photograph can show that
everyone smiled. It cannot prove whether a dispensation was granted,
whether a previous bond existed, whether the priest had delegation, or

what parish recorded the marriage.

The Church has kept registers for centuries because memory is
fragile. Baptism, Confirmation, marriage, ordination - these leave traces
in the Church's records. A sacramental life is spiritual, but it also

happens in history. Names, dates, places and witnesses matter.

There is another reason the priest or deacon stands there. He
represents more than himself. The couple are not making a secret
agreement with God. Their marriage belongs inside the visible Church.
The parish is, in a sense, being asked to remember: these two stood

among us and gave their word.

16
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Reflection

Romance rarely dreams about filing cabinets. Justice sometimes needs
them. Imagine a person decades later trying to discover whether a
previous marriage was valid, whether permission had been given, or

where a sacrament was recorded.

Suddenly the dull parish register becomes precious. Catholicism has
always had this earthy side. We believe in grace, but we also write down
names. We use water, oil, bread, wine, rings, signatures, witnesses and
dates. That is because the Incarnation changed the way Christians think
about ordinary things.

God did not save us from a distance. The Word became flesh. So a
marriage file is not the sacrament. But it quietly says something
Catholic: what happened in this church happened in the real world, to
real people, on a real day, and the truth may need to be remembered long

after the flowers have gone.

A Short Prayer

Lord, help Your Church remember faithfully what Your people promise
before You. Amen.

17
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Chapter 7
When the Church Says: Wait
;

Sometimes a couple arrive at a parish office expecting a date and leave
with questions. There may be a previous marriage. One person may not
be baptised. There may be a close blood relationship, sacred orders, a
question about freedom, or a problem with the way an earlier wedding

was celebrated.

These are not all the same problem. Canon Law calls some obstacles
diriment impediments. Some can be dispensed; some cannot. A prior
valid marriage, for example, is not something a parish priest can simply

overlook because the new relationship is sincere.

A mixed marriage means a Catholic marrying another baptised
Christian who is not Catholic. Disparity of cult means a Catholic
marrying an unbaptised person. The first requires permission; the
second requires a dispensation for validity. The Church's concern is not
social respectability. It is the reality of sacramental life, the Catholic

party’s faith, and the serious question of the religious upbringing of
children.

Sometimes the issue is not an impediment but consent. Was a person
truly free? Did they intend fidelity? Did they exclude children? Did they
understand enough to make a marital commitment? Sometimes the

issue is canonical form. Different questions need different answers.

This is why 'the Church won't let us marry’ can be a misleading
sentence. Often the Church is not giving a final no. She is trying to

discover what is true before she blesses anything.

18



The Yes That Makes a House

Reflection

A delay can feel insulting when two people are in love. But love is not
the only question marriage asks. If you were buying a house and the
solicitor discovered that somebody else still legally owned it, you would

not call careful checking an attack on your happiness.

You would want the truth before signing. Marriage is more serious than
property. The Church can sometimes appear slow because she refuses to
solve a complicated human history with a cheerful ceremony. That can

be frustrating.

It can also be merciful. If a priest says, "We need to look at this first," ask
what kind of question he means. Is it a previous bond? An impediment?
Consent? Form? A dispensation? Naming the real problem is often the
beginning of peace.

A church door that does not open immediately is not always locked.
Sometimes somebody is checking whether the path beyond it is actually

safe.

A Short Prayer

Lord, give us patience with the truth, especially when the truth slows down

what we want. Amen.

19
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Chapter 8
The Domestic Church Is Not a Tiny Monastery
;

The Church calls the Christian family a 'domestic Church’. The phrase
is ancient, and it is easy to misunderstand. It does not mean turning the
sitting room into a chapel schedule or making children behave like

novice monks.

It means the home is one of the first places where faith becomes
visible. A child learns what forgiveness means before understanding the
word reconciliation. A child learns whether Sunday Mass matters by
watching what the adults actually do. A child may learn the Sign of the
Cross from a hand gently guiding another small hand.

Marriage has its own spirituality. It includes work, sexual love,
pregnancy or infertility, school runs, money, illness, hospitality, ageing
parents, arguments, reconciliation and ordinary meals. None of this is a

distraction from the vocation. It is where the vocation is lived.

The Holy Family is important here. Most of Jesus' earthly life is
hidden from us. The Gospels give us only glimpses of Nazareth. That
silence is itself suggestive. The Son of God spent years in a household
where meals were prepared, work was done, neighbours were known,

and the ordinary duties of family life filled most days.

A family prayer life can therefore be modest and real: grace before
meals, an Our Father with a frightened child, a decade of the Rosary in
the car, Sunday Mass, Confession after bitterness has entered the house,

a blessing traced on a forehead before sleep.

20
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Reflection

Some Catholic homes fail at prayer because they begin by trying to
imitate a monastery. A family is not a monastery. A tired parent may not
manage a long devotion at the end of the day. But a child can still hear,
'God bless you." A couple can still make the Sign of the Cross before
driving to hospital.

A family can still stop for one minute and pray for somebody whose
name has just appeared in a message. That is not second-rate prayer.
Nazareth teaches us that holiness can be hidden inside repetition. Meals.
Work. Conversation.

Silence. The same people at the same table. The domestic Church is
built less by religious atmosphere than by repeated acts of faith,
forgiveness and truth. Children may forget many things their parents tell
them. They often remember whether faith had a place in the house

when life became difficult.

A Short Prayer

Holy Family of Nazareth, teach our homes to pray in a way that is simple,
faithful and real. Amen.

21
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Clmpmf 9
When a Marriage Breaks
;

Some marriages reach a point where the shared life collapses. Catholics
then meet words they may never have expected to need: separation, civil

divorce, tribunal, nullity.

A declaration of nullity is not a Catholic divorce. A tribunal is not
saying that a real marriage existed and has now been cancelled. It is
asking whether a valid marriage was brought into being at the beginning.
The answer depends on evidence, law, testimony and the facts of that

particular case.

A marriage can be invalid for different reasons: an impediment, a
serious defect of consent, or failure of canonical form. This is why one
person's story cannot simply be copied onto another. Tribunals exist
because private certainty is not enough when the Church is being asked

to make a public judgement about a bond.

Civil divorce is another matter. The Church can recognise that civil
divorce may sometimes be necessary to secure legal protection, custody,
property rights, or other civil effects. But civil divorce by itself does not

decide the sacramental question.

People in irregular marital situations are not outside the Church's
concern. They remain people to be accompanied, listened to and called
to conversion like everyone else. The details can be morally and
canonically complex. A booklet cannot judge an individual case. That is

why a real conversation with a knowledgeable priest matters.

22
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Reflection

This is the chapter nobody wants to need. People often arrive here tired,
ashamed, angry, or convinced that the Church has already decided what
kind of person they are. That is not a good place for slogans. Jesus'

meeting with the Samaritan woman is worth remembering.

Her history was complicated. He did not flatter her. He did not
humiliate her either. He told the truth and kept speaking with her. That
is a demanding model for the Church. A tribunal should search for
truth, not manufacture an escape.

A priest should not promise an outcome he cannot know. But neither
should wounded people be treated as paperwork with a pulse.
Sometimes mercy means discovering that no valid bond was formed.
Sometimes it means accepting that a bond remains. In both cases, the

person in front of us is still someone for whom Christ died.

A Short Prayer

Lord Jesus, meet those whose marriages have broken with the same truth

and mercy You showed at the well. Amen.

23
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Chapter 10
A Marriage Is Mostly Made of Tuesdays
+
A wedding is one day. A marriage is mostly ordinary days.

That sounds obvious, but it changes how we think about the
sacrament. Sacramental grace is not stored in the wedding photograph.
The Catechism says the grace of Matrimony strengthens the couple's
unity and helps them sanctify one another on the way to eternal life. In

other words, the sacrament is for what comes after the ceremony.

Fidelity is usually less dramatic than temptation makes it sound. It is
not feeding a secret relationship. It is speaking about your spouse with
loyalty when they are not in the room. It is telling the truth about
money. It is coming home. It is apologising before pride has enjoyed the

argument for three days.

In 2001, St John Paul II beatified Luigi and Maria Beltrame
Quattrocchi together. The Vatican presented them as a married couple
whose ordinary family life became a path of holiness. Their home
included four children, professional work, prayer, wartime anxiety and

daily Eucharist. Three of their children were present at the beatification.

That is an important Catholic fact: marriage is not merely a way of
avoiding sin or producing future priests and religious. It can itself be a
road to holiness. Husband and wife can help each other become saints -
sometimes by encouragement, sometimes by patience, and sometimes

simply by refusing to give up on the good.

24
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Reflection

Imagine the least memorable Tuesday of a marriage. Someone is late.
The washing is still wet. A bill needs paying. One person is tired and the
other has chosen exactly that moment to talk. No choir sings. And yet

this may be where the sacrament is doing some of its deepest work.

Holiness in marriage is often hidden because it looks too ordinary to
photograph. A cup of tea brought without being asked. A difficult truth
spoken gently. A temptation refused. A Rosary begun badly and
finished half asleep.

Luigi and Maria Beltrame Quattrocchi became famous only because the
Church eventually pointed at an ordinary married life and said: look
more closely. That may be one of the most hopeful things Catholicism
says about marriage.

You do not need an extraordinary house. You need to let Christ into the

house you actually have.

A Short Prayer

Lord, keep married love faithful on the days nobody photographs and
nobody applands. Amen.

25
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A Last Word

¥

A marriage begins with words, but it cannot live on words alone.

It needs grace. It needs forgiveness. It needs the humility to begin
again after a bad day and the courage to ask for help before a bad season

becomes a ruined one.

The Church asks a great deal of married people because she believes
something great is possible: that the love of a man and a woman can

become a real sign of Christ's faithful love for His Church.
Not perfectly. Not sentimentally. Not without the Cross.
But truly.

May Christ, who went to Cana, remain in the house after the guests

have gone home.

Holy Family of Nazareth, pray for us.

26
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Sacred Scripture. Genesis 1-2; Genesis 2:24; Tobit 7-8; Matthew 19:3-9;
John 2:1-11; John 4:4-26; Ephesians 5:21-33; Revelation 19:7-9. Catechism
of the Catholic Church. 1601-1666, especially 1601-1605, 1612-1617,
1621-1632, 1638-1658. Code of Canon Law. Canons 1055-1165, especially
1055-1057 on the nature of marriage and consent; 1083-1094 on
impediments; 1095-1107 on consent; 1108-1123 on canonical formy
1124-1129 on mixed marriages; 1141-1155 on dissolution and separation.
Second Vatican Council. Gaudium et Spes, 47-52. St Paul VI. Humanae
Vitae. St John Paul II. Familiaris Consortio; Homily for the Beatification of
Luigi Beltrame Quattrocchi and Maria Corsini, 21 October 2001. Liturgical
source. Order of Celebrating Matrimony.

This booklet explains Catholic teaching in accessible language. It is not a

substitute for individual pastoral, canonical, medical or legal advice.
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Keeping the Light On
t

A home does not stay warm because somebody once switched the light

on. Someone keeps paying attention.

These Little Treasures are free to read. I want them to stay that way.
But making a short booklet like this takes more than the final pages
show: research, checking Scripture and Catholic teaching, reading
Canon Law, verifying historical details, writing, cutting, rewriting,

designing and beginning again when a sentence is still too complicated.
Sometimes the shortest explanation takes the longest time to find.

If this booklet has helped you, and if you are able to support the work
of Silent Homilies, I would be truly grateful. Your support is not a price
for these pages. They are already yours. It gives me time and resources to
keep researching and writing the next Little Treasure - and to keep them

freely available to the next reader.

If you cannot give financially, nothing is owed. You can help simply
by reading, sharing the booklet, or placing it in the hands of somebody

who may need it.

www.silenthomilies.com

28



The Yes That Makes a House

© 2026 Silent Homilies.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored,
transmitted or republished in any form or by any means without prior
written permission from the copyright holder, except as permitted by

applicable law.

www.silenthomilies.com

29



