“This Marriage is Decreed in Heaven” (Tobit 7:11):

Some Aspects of Courtship and Marriage Preparation

from a Priest’s Viewpoint

Summary: Given today’s external attacks and the internal crisis of the sacrament of marriage, our faithful are in need to be instructed and encouraged regarding the profound inner meaning and value of the indissoluble covenant established between a man and a woman. This talk will propose ways of preparing for this school of holiness.

Introduction


Christian marriage is a lifelong covenant between a man and a woman, ennobled by sacramental grace that is meant to foster the mutual good of the spouses and forms the backbone of a family for the upbringing of children. Christ illustrates the necessity of wisely building the house of one’s life on rock in Matthew 7:24. A young man or a young woman, therefore, is encouraged to lay solid foundations for their future life. Every pastor can attest to the fact that numerous young people come and share about the disappointments, bitter experiences and even failures of their young life in preparing for marriage. This essay is meant to offer some tips for young people and their vocational discernment from a priest’s viewpoint.

1. Growing up in virtue and the early pursuit of professional education and formation as a remote marriage preparation


Christian parents will do everything to assist their sons and daughters while in their teenage years to find to an inner equilibrium by supporting them in their personal prayer and sacramental life. They are encouraged to receive the sacraments regularly and even frequently, and to take advantage of their school and college years to acquire a broad foundation of education and formation that one day will come to fruition in a stable professional life.


Just as a priest prepares for his ministry during eight years in an ecclesiastical seminary, so also any young person should consider the time between seventeen and twenty-seven as an inestimable period of remote preparation for marriage. Legion of distractions are coming their way in the form of media outlets, high-technological means of communication and entertainment industry. But only a persistent focusing and re-focusing on Christ in prayer combined with a joyful effort to choose virtue over sin and dissolution will be beneficial in the long term. 


Psychologically speaking, this spiritually informed lifestyle, together with the example of loving fidelity they see in their parents at home, establishes the will to live a faithful relationship one day, as well as the capacity to understand the meaning of the indissoluble bond that exists between husband and wife. Unfortunately, to describe and analyze the implications of young people growing up in so-called dysfunctional family settings would go beyond the scope of this essay. 


One important thing has to be kept in mind, that giving in to the easy fascination and lure of early dating usually only undermines that consistent pursuit of virtue and distracts from educational profundity. On the other hand, being patient and careful in choosing one’s partner pays off in terms of deeper attraction to the opposite gender, which then translates into truer bonding and lasting affection. 
2. A good marriage is made in heaven


It is the experience and conviction of Catholics from time immemorial that a good marriage is actually decreed in heaven, as can be read in the book of Tobit regarding Sarah and Tobias (Tobit 7:11). Good mothers and fathers have always taught their teenaged sons and daughters to sincerely ponder both states of life, that is, to be equally open to God’s call to the priestly/religious life or to the married life. One can be certain that God in his goodness will not fail to reveal to the young person in search of His will the eternal design for his or her life. We read in the first book of Samuel how the boy was sleeping next to the ark of the covenant at the moment of his calling (1 Sam 3:1-21). 


Once this fundamental decision of a state of life is made, one will prayerfully discern one’s partner, asking especially the Holy Spirit, Lord and Giver of Life, to assist in recognizing that one person prepared by providence from all eternity for me. Again, the sacrament of penance and the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar, as well as a loving devotion to the Mother of Jesus and her Rosary will be totally instrumental for success in this. In the Old Testament we learn about how God gently arranged for the marriages of Isaac to Rebecca (Gen 24) and Jacob to Rachel (Gen 29). So, there is absolutely no doubt that a good marriage is made in heaven. 


It is critical, therefore, that the discernment process be preceded and accompanied by prayerfulness and trust in God to avert the bitter and painful setbacks mentioned above. Experiences of heart-brokenness and abandonment in the wake of fleeting relationships that are shattered even before they began, especially those in which both have squandered the virginal dignity of their bodies in pre-marital sex, are unfortunate, but can largely be avoided. Qualities that one should look for in a marriage partner are above all inner attitudes such as faith, loyalty, virtue, maturity, and honesty.  

When it comes to the ideal age for marriage the following can be taken into account: Women are most fertile in their 20s and fertility diminishes after that. There are too many young women who go first to college and graduate school, marry in their late 20s, practice NFP until the can buy a house, and then find themselves unable to conceive a child. Perhaps it is appropriate for young people to discern whether God wants them to finish graduate school now or marry, buy a house now or rent for a while and have children now during the prime child-bearing years. 
Also, younger people seem to have less of a problem adjusting to sharing in marriage and the give and take that it requires. The longer a young person remains single – particularly young men – the more self-centered and set-in-their-ways they seem to become. Of course, that's not a hard fast rule, but there is a considerable amount of evidence to indicate that our grandparents had less trouble adjusting to the sacrifice that marriage requires than young people do today. And so, an ideal age for marriage – and obviously this depends on the maturity of the individuals involved – would be perhaps 22 – 25 years of age.

3. Prudential rules of pre-marital modesty and chastity


Today more than ever, given the tidal wave of moral disorientation, immorality and immodesty that comes our way through the modern means of communication, young people who have found the person they love, are well advised to protect this love jealously. Here are some rules that are field-proven over the centuries when it comes to courtship (unhappily, it has to be said here that the word “dating” is almost irremediably beset with the stain of promiscuity today and reduced to a mere euphemism), engagement and immediate preparation for the wedding. 


If the two lovers meet only in a family context, parents, siblings or friends being present, then many temptations to impurity and many falls into pre-marital sin can obviously be prevented. The couple introduces itself organically to their respective extended families and are received as such with good-will, cordiality and prayer, not excluded the insightful advice that the older generation might offer the young lovers. 


Moreover, it is chiefly the young woman that has to dictate closeness or distance according to the rules of modesty, prudence and reserve. The future bride will not allow her fiancé to transgress the parameters of guarded chastity. The sapient rule is that lovers restrict themselves to looking at the other person’s face and hands. Contrary to what is being diffused by a largely corrupted entertainment industry of recent decades, prolonged kissing and immodest touching paves the way to further pre-marital un-chastity and must be considered sinful. Gestures of marital intimacy are definitely reserved for the time after the wedding: That is the will of God, and only by obeying it one will protect the body as the temple of the Holy Spirit in inner peace.

While it is true that the young woman must set boundaries in the relationship, one must also emphasize how important it is for a young man to gain control of his passions before marriage and keep control of his passions after his marriage. If a man can't control his passions before marriage in his youth, it is unlikely he will suddenly learn how to discipline himself thereafter. So, a man also must learn how to set boundaries for himself.


Another point to be made here is the avoidance of extended courtship periods. It is neither right nor necessary to date for years on end, and the reason for this is simple: our first parents, Adam and Eve, had fallen into sin and their relationship had been seriously wounded (Gen 3:16-19). True love, harmony and friendship between man and woman have been restored only through the cross and grace of our Redeemer Jesus Christ. And so, the continuous grace of the sacrament of matrimony is actually quintessential for a successful development and growth in Christian love and personal fulfillment. By procrastinating marriage a young couple deprives itself of that necessary divine assistance, and loose time in their striving for holiness and perfection, not to mention the great difficulty to persevere in fidelity. Ultimately, it is only Christ’s grace that renders two persons capable of living this unbreakable covenant with its attendant moral demands of conjugal chastity and openness to life.  
4. One person meant for one person 


It is not a secret that what is practiced oftentimes among young unmarried people in our present-day society is nothing short of rampant promiscuity. Now, we have to be quite clear here: the sexual trying out of innocent persons for one’s own pleasure and egoism not only causes lasting woundedness of hearts and minds, but it simply amounts to downright abuse and exploitation. Human beings are not hats or shoes that one can try on in a store to see whether or not they fit. John Paul II once said that “one cannot live just for a test, nor die just to check it out; one cannot love just for a trial, nor can one accept a person just for a time and for a trial; one has to commit oneself definitively because our life and our love are definitive”
.


It is incumbent on a young woman and a young man to spiritually discover one’s own gender identity, to love and embrace it as either masculinity or femininity. Against the backdrop of a strong personal sense of identity, the “I” will be able to encounter the “You” with so much more appreciation and even awe. Promiscuously defying the law of nature not only harms the partners involved, it also impairs their capacity to be faithful in an earnest future relationship, as well as creating the temptation later on for a married person to reunite with an ex-girlfriend or ex-boyfriend in adultery. Again, the will to be faithful, the capacity to bond for life and the comprehension of the nature of matrimony is deeply compromised and weakened by pre-marital un-chastity involving a variety of partners. 


What is coming into play is the Christian anthropology which teaches that a person is of infinite value and cannot be regarded as an object ever. The creation account of our proto-parents attests to the fact that one woman was created for one man and vice-versa (Gen 1:26-28; 2:18-24). In fact, it will take an entire lifetime here on earth and an eternity in heaven to come to know fully the height and depth of one single human soul as alluded to in Eph. 3:18-19 with regard to Christ himself. This can be understood only in the light of our baptismal dignity. 

5. Proximate marriage education


Let us also briefly broach the topic of proximate preparation for the wedding day. It is paramount to teach the engaged couple to view their imminent sacrament as lasting, not as ending in an annulment. They are to be shown the need to be reconciled to God and to the Church through the sacrament of confession in order to be at peace with oneself and with the other. Central to the instructions ought to be the intrinsic openness to life. Young married couples have to understand that they commit to founding a family and not to put off the conception of children until they have arranged for their own careers and financial prosperity and security. That would be tantamount to a priest who decides after his ordination that he will not celebrate Mass for the people for one or more years. No, the sacrament of marriage, just as that of Holy Orders, are called ‘social sacraments’ since they imply the immediate readiness to welcome new life, and thereby to contribute to the material and spiritual growth of the family of God, that is, the Mystical Body of Christ. 


Last not least, may the priest or deacon who prepares the couple never omit to emphasize the triple recipe of success for a happy married life: firstly, to pray together, secondly, to serve one another, and thirdly, to forgive one another as often as that is necessary.
Conclusion


Lastly, the Church has ever proposed the Old Testament book of Tobit as a veritable goldmine of tips concerning marriage preparation: priceless are the examples of commending oneself to the guidance of an archangel for the journey, of trusting in divine providence, of conquering obstacles and uncertainties, and the lesson of true devotion that we see embodied in Tobit and Sarah.

� Homily given in Cologne-Bonn during his apostolic visit to Germany on November 15, 1980.
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