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Towards the end of this week, it will be my privilege to attend the Tenth Annual North American 
Conference of Separated and Divorced Catholics at the University of Notre Dame in South 
Bend, Indiana. I have been asked to give the Opening Address to this Conference and to 
conduct a workshop on what it means to be Catholic and Divorced. I also hope to learn a great 
deal from others who will be present for this Conference. !
Marriage and family life are great values in the Catholic faith tradition. They are values which 
must be supported, nourished, and maintained. At the core of the Church's teaching on marriage 
is the radical, permanent commitment between a man and a woman in a spirit of fidelity, 
chastity, generosity and an openness and willingness to share new life. In a secularized, 
hedonistic and pluralistic culture, however, where divorce and remarriage are generally 
accepted, it is difficult to live up to these demands. Divorce and separation are realities which 
have affected the life of almost every family. !
In the National Catechetical Directory for Catholics in the United States, approved by the 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops and the Sacred Congregation for the Clergy in Rome, it 
states: "Concern for those who have suffered the trauma of divorce should be integral to the 
Catholic community ... an atmosphere of understanding is vital for those who have experienced 
marital failure. Divorced persons and their children should be welcomed by the parish 
community and made to feel a part of parish life." (No. 131) !
In spite of efforts towards reconciliation, it happens that married individuals decide to separate 
permanently by obtaining a civil divorce. Such persons, presuming they continue to practice 
their faith, have the status of a single person within the faith community with full rights and duties 
except that they may not marry again, unless an annulment is granted. The annulment process 
cannot presume that a positive response will be given since it is the presumption that a marriage 
in the Church is valid. Only after a lengthy investigation involving months and even years is a 
decision reached. Even if an annulment is granted, there could well be recommendations for 
counseling to heal the hurt of a previous marriage or to help the person achieve a greater 
degree of maturity. Any divorced and/or remarried person is encouraged to ask the Church to 
look into the possibility of an invalid previous marriage. A person initiates this process by 
discussing the matter with one's parish priest or visiting or writing the Marriage Tribunal of the 
Diocese. !
A divorced person, however, who enters a second marriage without the involvement and witness 
of the Church, does not have the same status as before in the Christian community. This person 
may not share in the Eucharist. Exclusion from the Eucharist is painful for persons in such 
circumstances, but it is also painful for the Christian community which has the need to be faithful 
to Christ's teachings while also being compassionate. Such persons are still encouraged to 
practice their faith by attendance at Mass and to initiate a process to regularize the marriage. !
A compassionate ministry to the separated and divorced is needed in all our parish communities 
today. At the same time, there is the challenge to promote the values of family life to prepare 
young people for marriage in the best way possible, to create a climate of support and 
understanding for all married couples so that the trauma of divorce and separation will be less a 
reality in the future. !
I am looking forward to the Conference at Notre Dame. I hope to share some of what I learn with 
you in future Reflections. 
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