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Introduction

NEARLY forty years ago Father John Reedy called me
to do an interview with him for the bimonthly

newsletter, A.D. Correspondence. At that time I had been
the Judicial Vicar of the Marriage Tribunal for about ten
years in the Diocese of Paterson, New Jersey, and he want-
ed my views on the evolving picture of marriage and
divorce in the Catholic Church. I did the interview and
eventually expanded it into a book for Ave Maria Press. It
sold over 35,000 copies in the first two years.
The book you are now reading is an updated version of

that original publication. It incorporates material from the
revised Code of Canon Law and the Catechism of the Catholic
Church. My aim is to offer encouragement to those who
are experiencing the pain of a broken marriage.
I lived and worked through much of the evolution that

took place in our marriage tribunals over the past forty
years. I have a doctorate in canon law, and until recently I
served as a judge in the Paterson Court of Second Instance.
From 1978 to 1995, I was the director of The

Christophers, a multi-media organization based in New
York City. In that capacity I interacted with a vast audi-
ence of people who were wounded by the trials of mod-
ern life. The soaring divorce rate reflected the strains and
stresses of married life.
When I first started working in the marriage tribunal in

the early 1960s, annulments were quite rare. Cases
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required proof positive and the grounds for an annulment
were severely limited. The tradition was more legalistic
than pastoral. I won’t bore you with details, but the law
often frustrated tribunal judges who felt a pastoral con-
cern for the couples involved.
It took years of struggle on the part of the Canon Law

Society of America to convince the hierarchy that our tri-
bunal system needed reform. Eventually, the bishops
agreed, and they brought the issue to Pope Paul VI, who
granted 23 experimental procedural norms to remedy the
situation. Many of these reforms found their way into the
revised Code of Canon Law published in 1983.
I have tried to express my compassion for people in

marital difficulty while at the same time remaining
faithful to the Church’s teaching. Marriage is an indis-
soluble bond. I respect the teaching authority of the
Church and submit to that authority in complete peace.
The question before every church tribunal is this:

Which of the marriages presented for an annulment are
truly valid, and which are not? No one questions the
fact that marriage is indissoluble, and that a truly valid
marriage bond cannot be broken or dissolved, and that
no one can validly begin a new marriage while an exist-
ing valid marriage is still in possession, but we can and
must ask questions if a serious doubt exists concerning
the validity of a specific marriage.
The Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church Concerning

the Reception of Holy Communion by Divorced and Remarried
Members of the Faithful issued by the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith (Sept. 14, 1994) is an authoritative
document which accurately reflects the teachings of the
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1980 Synod of Bishops, and of Pope John Paul II in his
Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio. This teaching is
based on the presumption that the first marriage is valid.
If there is doubt about that validity, we have the marriage
tribunal to resolve it. The principle of indissolubility is
unchanging, but the application of the law to the facts will
differ with each particular case.
Sometimes people cannot get an annulment even after

trying for years. Many of them, believing they have sound
reasons for doubting the validity of the marriage in ques-
tion, end up following their consciences and marrying
again, outside the Church. This is often referred to as an
internal forum solution.
St. Paul’s pastoral statement to the Galatians put the

whole issue in perspective, “Help carry one another’s
burdens, in that way you will fulfill the law of Jesus
Christ” (Gal 6:2). Ever since I read that line, I have under-
stood clearly that the defense of all our legal principles
must be done within the context of the supreme law of
charity. St. Augustine said, “Do what you can do, and
pray for what you cannot yet do.” Many good people
have followed St. Augustine’s advice.
I am indebted to all those who helped me prepare this

manuscript, and I offer this book with love to everyone in
need. May the Lord be your strength and your joy.

—Father John T. Catoir
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CHAPTER 1

Where Do You Stand 
with the Church?

���

INmany dioceses throughout the country parishes run a“Come Home” program for lapsed Catholics. They
advertise a series of information meetings, and usually
attract a large turnout. At the first meeting, participants
make a list of questions and concerns. Then a variety of
workshops are offered to address those topics. Most of the
questions raised have to do with Church laws concerning
marriage and divorce. Here are a few of the questions and
answers that have come out of these sessions:

I have doubts about the Immaculate Conception and the
Assumption. Can I still be Catholic?

Doubts are a normal part of a person’s faith life. If you
are open-minded in dealing with doubts, it can lead to a
deepening of your faith. You can go to the workshop on
resolving doubts for more information.

Can someone who has had an abortion reconcile with
the Church?
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Yes, through the sacrament of Reconciliation
(Confession). For additional information see the Project
Rachel brochure.

I am divorced. Does that mean I am excommunicated?

No, you are not excommunicated. You’re still a
Catholic. Some very holy people had to separate from
their spouses for reasons beyond their control. They
remained practicing Catholics. Dorothy Day, who is being
considered for sainthood, had to leave her common-law
husband. She was struggling to raise her daughter at the
same time she started the Catholic Worker movement.
Catherine de Hueck Doherty, the founder of Madonna
House in Canada, left her first husband after years of
emotional abuse, and entered into a second marriage after
obtaining an annulment. She is also being considered for
canonization.

As a divorced Catholic, may I receive Holy Com-
munion?

Yes. A divorced Catholic who has not remarried out-
side the Church may continue to receive Holy
Communion.

But can I receive Communion if I remarried outside the
Church? I feel my second marriage is okay with God,
but not with the Church.

You don’t give enough information for a completely
accurate answer. We suggest that you attend the work-
shops on annulments and the internal forum (more on the
internal forum in chapter 4).
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I was a Godparent when I was still in good standing in
the Church. Now I am divorced and remarried outside
the Church. What about my responsibility as a
Godparent?

Your responsibility as a Godparent does not change.

How can a divorced non-Catholic join the Church?

If you are willing to undertake a form of life consistent
with the Church’s teaching on the indissolubility of mar-
riage, any priest can help you enroll in the RCIA program
(Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults). This program
invites you to join a Catholic worshipping community of
your choice. You would be most welcome.

* * *
The most compelling question asked by divorced

Catholics at these “Come Home” sessions is: Where do I
stand with the Church? It is a question that evokes much
emotional pain, and one that is impossible to answer in a
general way. Certain guidelines may be of help. First let
me dispel a few of the myths that cause needless confu-
sion.
The following statements are all FALSE:

Divorced Catholics who have not remarried . . .

• are automatically excommunicated
• can no longer consider themselves Catholics
• are in the state of permanent mortal sin
• may not serve as sponsors at Baptism or Confirmation
• may not receive the sacraments of Eucharist or Penance
• are not allowed Christian burial in the Catholic Church


