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The individual needs and circumstances of couples, families 
and communities make each wedding unique and present a 
wide variety of challenges to those planning and celebrating 
the liturgies of marriage. This Bulletin approaches the cele
bration of marriage by presenting basic principles as well as 
practical suggestions for prayerful and joyful weddings. 
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Introduction 

The majority of the members of the Church are married. Whether last Satur
day or in years past, they celebrated the liturgy of marriage with joy, expec
tation - and some trembling. They carry that liturgy into the present in the 
daily living of their sacramental married lives. 

The rite of marriage is among the most frequently celebrated liturgies of the 
Church, and it touches many people beside the bride and groom. It is the 
liturgy that perhaps has the greatest potential for bringing back to the 
Church persons who are no longer active, and for announcing the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ to those of other Churches, other faiths, or of no faith. 

Like all liturgies, the rite of marriage can be celebrated very well, or badly, or 
in a mediocre fashion. Indeed, there are many challenges and threats to the 
good celebration of marriage today - it is not always easy. Nevertheless, 
good celebration is always the goal, and experience has shown that it can be 
done. 

The Second Vatican Council enunciated a new vision of marriage, one that 
at the same time is more biblical. Marriage is an "intimate partnership of life 
and love" and the mutual surrender of the partners to one another. God is 
the author of marriage, and the love of spouses is abundantly blessed by 
Christ. Spouses are consecrated for the responsibilities and the dignity of 
marriage by a special sacrament, which at the same time leads them to God 
and fills them with the spirit of Christ. As they live this sacrament, they 
render glory to God and further their mutual sanctification. 1 

In the Constitution on the Liturgy the Council directed that "the marriage 
rite ... is to be revised and enriched in such a way that it more clearly signi
fies the grace of the sacrament and imparts a knowledge of the obligations 
of spouses."2 In addition, "marriage is normally to be celebrated within 
Mass," and the nuptial blessing is to be "duly emended to remind both 
spouses of the equal obligation to remain faithful to each other."3 

The new liturgy of marriage, available in English since 1969, is a great step 
forward. It is now the Church's chief textbook and inspiration for under
standing not only the wedding liturgy itself, but also the continuing celebra
tion of sacramental married life. 

The first aim of this issue is to study and reflect on the rite of marriage, and to 
appreciate not only its words and actions, but also its shape, dynamics, and 
inner spirit. The practical implementation of this liturgical vision is then 
considered in the light of today's lived realities. 

1 Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, no. 48. 

2 Constitution on the Liturgy, no. 77. 

3 Constitution on the Liturgy, no. 78. 
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This Bulletin also looks to the future. Though the present rite is good, it 
could be better. I n addition, other liturgical needs and opportunities that 
exist are considered briefly. 

The last issue of the National Bulletin on Liturgy devoted to this subject was 
Celebrating Marriage, vol. 10, no. 59, May-June 1977. It is still very helpful. 

Since it is your intention to enter into marriage, 
join your right hands, 
and declare your consent before God and his Church. 

Invitation to the Consent, Rite of Marriage 

I, N., take you, N., to be my wife. 
I promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, 
in sickness and in health. . 
I will love you and honor you 
all the days of my life. 

I, N., take you, N., to be my husband. 
I promise to be true to you in good times and in bad, 
in sickness and in health. 
I will love you and honor you 
all the days of my life. 

Consent (Vows), Rite of Marriage 

You have declared your consent before the Church. 
May the Lord in his goodness strengthen your consent 
and fill you both with his blessings. 
What God has joined, (no one) must divide. AMEN. 

Reception of the Consent, Rite of Marriage 

Lord, bless these rings which we bless in your name. 
Grant that those who wear them 
may always have a deep faith in each other. 
May they do your will 
and always live together 
in peace, good will, and love. 
We ask this through Christ our Lord. AMEN. 

Blessing of Rings, Rite of Marriage 
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Understanding 
the Liturgy of Marriage 

In order to celebrate the rite of marriage well it is necessary to understand 
this liturgy thoroughly and in depth. This requires not only a study of the 
texts of the liturgy, but also its actions and other non-verbal dimensions. 
Going beyond this, the shape, structure and dynamics of the rite need to be 
appreciated. We need to get inside the rite and allow ourselves to be touched 
by its heart and soul and spirit. 

The rite of marriage itself is the main teacher of its meaning, its effects, and 
its spirit. The liturgy itself is the principal textbook and the primary means 
that the Church provides for understanding the celebration of the sacrament 
of marriage as well as the sacramental life of the married couple. 

Some definition of terms is necessary: "Rite of marriage" and "liturgy of 
marriage" are used as synonyms, and they are used interchangeably with 
"marriage liturgy" and "wedding liturgy." However, the Church uses these 
terms in two ways. In a narrow sense they referto the consent (vows), nuptial 
blessi ng and associated elements. I n a broader sense they refer to the entire 
liturgy of which these are a part; this always includes a liturgy of the word, 
and preferably includes the liturgy of the eucharist as well. 

Three liturgies of marriage: There are three authorized forms of the liturgy of 
marriage in our present rite; each contains a number of alternatives and 
options. The first includes both word and eucharist, while the second and 
third do not include the eucharist. The third is for use when one spouse is 
not baptized. 

The first form is primary: To understand the rite as fully as possible, it seems 
best to begin with the form that is printed first: the marriage of two Catholics 
with in the context of a I iturgy of the word and a liturgy of the eucharist. This 
is the primary, basic and model form of the rite. The other two forms are 
derived from the first, and cannot be fully understood without knowing the 
basic and pri mary form of celebration. I n add ition, the rite will be considered 
as it might be celebrated under ideal circumstances, knowing that in real life 
circumstances may be less than perfect. 

What happens? How do we come to a deep understanding and appreciation 
of the liturgy of marriage? It is best to begin by asking simply, what do we 
do? What happens? What would outside observers see when Catholics 
celebrate marriage? 

What does it mean? The next step is to ask what these actions mean. What is 
said and done that explains the significance of the rite to the couple and the 
community? What does the liturgy mean at deeper spiritual and theological 
levels? 
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The Church Worships 

The first thing that observers would see is that Catholic weddings are cele
brations of the Church as well as of individual couples. The Church is the 
first thing we see at a wedding, even before the formal liturgy begins. It is 
also the last thing we see, after the liturgy concludes. 

How is the Church manifested? In the liturgy of marriage we observe four 
dimensions of the Church. 

The church building 

The first is the church building, walls and roof, floor and windows. This of 
course is not the Church, but rather a sign or icon of the Church. It points 
beyond bricks and mortar, wood and concrete, to the people who in Christ 
and the Spirit are the local Church community. The building also points to 
the wider Church of the diocese, nation and whole world. 

The parish home: The church building is the home of the local Church 
community. Hence marriages of members of this community always take 
place "at home," ideally in the home in which they have been baptized, nur
tured in the faith, and in which they regularly worship. And if this is not true 
of precisely this church building, then one like it. The couple celebrating 
marriage today follow in the footsteps of many others who have been 
married in the same place. 

Love and hospitality: The use of the church building for weddings is also a 
sign of the love and hospitality of the whole Church community for its now 
adult children and younger members who this day embark on marriage. Its 
beauty, simplicity and graciousness, its suitability for celebration and par
ticipation in the liturgy, all show the community's care for the couple. 

Marriages are public: Finally, the church building witnesses that marriage is 
a public matter; and that weddings are celebrations of the local Church. 

The assembly 

Observers would also see gathered people. While some are guests from 
outside the community, many, hopefully, are members of the local Church. 
The rite of marriage presumes that a substantial number of local Church 
members will be present in order to make each wedding the celebration of 
the Church in actual fact. 

Ministers of hospitality: Even prior to the beginning of the liturgy, the 
gathered people, as liturgical assembly, playa ministerial role as host of the 
wedding celebration. They show hospitality not only to the bride and groom, 
but also to the guests who have come. Though ushers may have been 
selected by the couple for certain tasks of hospitality, all the members of the 
local parish who are present also need to be ministers of hospitality. This is 
especially important with respect to guests from other Christian Churches, 
from non-Christian faiths, or persons of no religious faith at all. 
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Bride and groom 

The bride and groom also manifest the Church. By baptism they have been 
incorporated into the Body of Christ, and one or both of them is a member of 
the local parish community as well. They represent Christ and the Church, 
especially at theirwedding. Scripture and prayer reiterate that their love and 
vowed fidelity proclaim the love and fidelity that Christ and the Church show 
each other. 

iOomestic Church: In addition, the wedding liturgy names and consecrates 
the couple as a miniature Church, a microcosm of the whole Church. This is 
called the "domestic Church," the Church in and of the family home. The 
celebration of the sacrament of marriage creates this Church and enables 
couples to live in such a way as to embody and point to the great mystery 
which the Church is - Christ and his sisters and brothers. 

The priest 

We also seethe Church in the person and ministry of the presiding priest. He 
is an official and public representative of the local Church community. As 
well, he links this community and this liturgy of marriage with the diocese 
and universal Church and with all the Christian weddings that are being 
celebrated around the world. 

Marriage is homecoming 

Observers will see the church building, the gathered people, the bride and 
groom, and the priest all together and as a unity. And this manifestation of 
the Church represents both homecoming as well as home building. Home
coming because the bride and groom often are brought into the home and 
embrace of the local Church after some time of being away because of 
schooling or employment or travel - or a distancing from the life of the 
Church. Many of those who welcome them home have gone before them in 
sacramental married life, know its joys and difficulties, exhibit a care and 
affection for the newly married, and at least implicitly commit themselves to 
stand with the new couple in the years ahead. 

A time for recommitment: Weddings are also homecomings for those al
ready married. It is a time to remember the love of their youth, to hear again 
the ideals and goals of marriage proclaimed, to recommit themselves to 
their spouse and to Christ. 

For singles too: Weddings are also homecomings for those who are not 
married, and who may never marry. The Church is also manifested in them, 
and weddings should never try to ignore them or deny their existence. They 
are friends and sisters and brothers of the couple, daughters and sons of 
older married couples. They too rejoice in the love of the bride and groom, 
they too are inspired in their own lives by this love. 

Sacraments of love 

The local Church all together is manifested in a special way at weddings 
because marriage is the sacrament of love. The Church too is a sacrament of 
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love and in the celebration of marriage the couple and the Church sing of 
love, show love, and proclaim that their identity is in being persons and a 
community who love. 

Christ's love and human love: The texts of the rite of marriage often say that 
marriage is a symbol of Christ's love for his Church, and that is certainly 
true. But there is more to be said about this. At the level of human experience 
the first thing we see is the love of the bride and groom for each other. We 
marvel at this great mystery and conclude that God's love must be like that, 
only greater. Likewise, when we look at the Church we see the love of Chris
tians for each other, for those in need, for all creation, and we conclude that 
Christ's love must be like this, only greater. 

Understanding God's love: Only after appreciating what our human lives 
and experiences teach about the love of God, of Christ and the Spirit, are we 
led to a deeper understanding, namely that God's love and Christ's love are 
the models and inspiration for human love. Observers see the Church and 
they see the love of the couple and the Church. These proclaim the love of 
God, which in turn is the source of the love of the couple and the Church. 

Liturgy and Ministry 

Having observed who is celebrating - the Church, observers would then 
see what it is that the Church is doing. This is worship; it is Catholic liturgy. 
Christian marriages are not secular or civic affairs, nor are they haphazard, 
spontaneous happenings, nor are they private inventions of the couple. 

The worship of the Church: The Church manifested by building, assembled 
community, couple and priest celebrate - are engaged in - the liturgy of 
the Church. The Church, whose head is Jesus Christ and which lives in the 
Holy Spirit, worships God in the marriage liturgy on Saturday no less than 
on Sunday. 

full participation: The same basic principles apply to the celebration of 
marriage as to the Sunday eucharist. One of these is that all the baptized are 
called to participate fully, consciously, actively and fruitfully. 

Assembly as minister: A second principle is that the primary minister of the 
Church's liturgy in this time and place is the entire worshiping assembly, 
which of course includes the bride and groom and the priest. The assembly 
as a whole cannot give up its role as active participant and minister; it cannot 
delegate these roles to the couple or to the priest. Nor may the couple or the 
priest usurp these rights and responsibilities of the assembly. 

Various ministries: Within the assembly as a whole there is a differentiation 
of roles, among various lay ministers and the priest. 

Bride and groom as ministers: At weddings, of course, a special ministry is 
that of the bride and groom. Our tradition says that they are the ministers of 
the sacrament of marriage, and this needs to be understood liturgically as 
well as from a legal point of view. The bride and groom are most obviously 
the ministers during the questions, the consent (vows), and exchange of 
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rings. However the entire liturgy is the celebration of marriage, from en
trance procession to the going forth, and the couple have a special ministry 
throughout. Their precise role and their relationship to other ministers 
varies during the rite. However they have a special ministry at the gathering 
and sending forth of the community, at word and eucharist, no less than 
during the rite of marriage in the narrow sense. 

The priest assists: Our tradition expresses the role of the priest as assisting 
at the marriage. Once more, this concept needs to be viewed liturgically and 
not just canonically. The presidency of the priest at the Sunday eucharist 
serves, at least in part, to facilitate or enable the celebration and ministry of 
the entire assembly. So it is at the marriage liturgy as well. The priest enables 
the ministry of bride and groom when preaching, proclaiming presidential 
prayers and presiding throughout, as well as at the vows and nuptial 
blessing. 

All are celebrants: The assembly as a whole, theobrideand groom, and the 
priest all have major liturgical ministries and responsibiliites in the profound 
act of worship that is the marriage liturgy. All are celebrants, no one is a 
mere spectator. Assembly and priest minister to bride and groom to help 
them deepen their relationship in promising faithful love for each other for 
the rest of their lives. Bride and groom minister to assembly and priest by 
helping them enflesh the love of Christ as Church. 

All worship God, who is the origin of love, whose nature was revealed in 
Christ's self-giving love, who through baptism in water and the Holy Spirit 
enables us to share in God's own life of love. 

All are active ministers of God's love, not only during the liturgy, but also in 
daily life. The ministry of bride and groom during their wedding is a sign, a 
consecration, a commitment to actively proclaim and share their love and 
God's love throughout their whole lives. 

The Shape of the Liturgy 

Observers would next see the various specific parts of the rite of marriage. 
At first they would note these as they occur one by one: 

• entrance procession and initial prayers 

• liturgy of the word, in its several parts 

• questions, consent (vows), exchange of rings, prayers 

• preparation of the altar and the gifts 

• eucharistic prayer 

• the nuptial blessing 

• sharing communion 

• concluding prayers and final going forth. 
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A threefold pattern: But there is a pattern here that makes it more meaning
ful to view the liturgy not as a linear sequence of events, but rather as three 
sets of elements: 

o the coming in and going forth 

o the word and the eucharist 

o the consent (vows) and the blessing. 

The rite of marriage is central: The special parts of the rite of marriage are in 
the centre, surrounded and held by the outer sets of elements. 

Coming In and Going Forth 

The entrance and leaving of the bride and groom are liturgically very special. 
In few other liturgies of the Church are these so much emphasized, and 
seldom are individual members of the assembly given so much attention. 

Wedding and daily life: This emphasis on the coming in and going forth of 
the couple proclaims that the wedding is a stage in a much larger process. 
The wedding is not an isolated event; it is neither the beginning nor the end 
of the human relationship we call marriage. The wedding arises out of and is 
connected with the prior historyofthe couple. It is a climax or summit in the 
love and unity that has been developing between the bride and the bride
groom during the period of engagement and before. 

Wedding and married life: The wedding is also a source and fount of the 
sacramental living out of married life that will, God willing, continue fruit
fully for the rest of the couple's lives. 

The wedding as a whole: More immediately, the marriage liturgy is also 
recognized as one of many aspects of the wedding. It has been preceded by 
showers and parties, the gathering of families, the rehearsal- and by much 
planning and preparation. It may be follow~d by reception and banquet, and 
by the honeymoon. All of these are valid and valuable, all are part of the 
wedding as a whole. 

Liturgy as high point: Though the Church considers the liturgical celebra
tion to be central among these -the high point - the other features cannot 
be ignored. In fact it is useful to show that all aspects of the wedding form a 
whole - and need to proclaim a consistent message. But it is the liturgy that 
gives sharpest definition to the meaning of the whole event. 

Greeting at the door 

The preference of the rite of marriage is that the couple be greeted at the 
door of the church, and that there then be a formal procession from the door 
to the altar area. 

Gesture of love: The greeting at the door is first of all a gesture of love and 
hospitality. The couple is immediately recognized as special persons, identi-
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fied and introduced to the whole community, embraced by the local Church. 
They are brought into the midst of the Church with solemnity and care. 

iReminder of baptism: There is also an echo of baptism here, for the rite of 
baptism for children and the rite of acceptance into the catechumenate also 
begin with a reception at the door of the church. So does the funeral rite, 
whose first stages are deliberately modeled after the liturgy of baptism. At 
the beginning of the marriage liturgy, then, we are reminded that the bride 
and groom have been baptized in water and the Spirit, and as a consequence 
have a special dignity, as well as rights and responsibilities. 

Marriage represents a new beginning in the Christian life, one that is built 
upon baptism but that specifies the baptismal life in a special way. Marriage 
also represents a new vocation in the Church, which makes more concrete 
the general Christian vocation to which the bride and groom were called in 
baptism. Marriage is a new way of being members of the Church, and this is 
recognized and affirmed at the moment the couple enter the house of the 
Church. 

The procession from the door of the Church involves priest and other minis
ters at its beginning, family and companions, and finally the bride and 
groom. Placing the couple last indicates that they are the most important, 
and also indicates that they are the chief ministers of the wedding liturgy as 
a whole. It also proclaims that equality and mutuality are of the essence of 
marriage. 

A role for families: This type of procession is likely to be somewhat less 
formal than the traditional bridal procession, and this may make everyone 
more comfortable right from the start. It also gives the families a prominent 
role. 

Called by God: When the procession reaches the front of the Church, and all 
have taken their places, the priest then makes the sign of the cross and 
greets the assembly with a trinitarian greeting. Both of these indicate that 
what is taking place is the worship of the triune God, that it is God who has 
called the couple together in love and mutual commitment, and who has 
called all together for this celebration of marriage. Furthermore, they pro
claim that only God is God and that we must not worship idols, whether 
sexual pleasure, financial security, domination over another person, or 
anything else. 

IIJnder the cross: The gathering takes place under the cross of Christ: the 
physical cross that led the procession and now stands before the assembly, 
and the cross each one traced on his or her body. The cross is the supreme 
sign of self-giving love. It is a sign not only of dying to oneself, but also of 
being raised up to new life by the love of God, for the death of Christ cannot 
be separated from his resurrection. 

Opening prayer 

The entrance rite concludes with the opening prayer, which proclaims who 
we are and why we are here. Collectively, the four alternative opening 
prayers proclaim that God "willed that [husband] and wife should be one" in 
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the beginning, when humanity was created. I n addition, God has "made the 
bond of marriage a holy mystery, a sign of Christ's love for his church." 

o They then speak of the celebration of this bride and this groom, "who 
today are united in marriage before [God's] altar," "who have come here 
today to be united in the sacrament of marriage," who "with faith in [God] 
and in each other ... pledge their love today." 

o God is asked to "hear our prayers" for this couple, to "give them [God's] 
blessing and strengthen their love for each other," to "increase their faith in 
[God] and in each other." 

o Looking toward the future, we hope that "their lives always bear witness 
to the reality of [Christ's] own love," that "they may be living witnesses to 
[God's] divine love in the world," and that through them God may bless the 
Church. 

Going Forth 

Following the prayer after communion, the liturgy moves toward a conclu
sion and the final procession in which the couple leave the nave of the 
church. 

Announcements and register: The pause after the prayer after communion 
may be an occasion for announcements related to the continued celebration 
of the marriage following the liturgy. It is also a time when the necessary 
documents may be signed (though this may also come later ie., at the church 
entrance). The signing is best done in the presence of the whole assembly, 
rather than in the privacy of the sacristy. There is no need to conceal the fact 
that marriage has legal and civil dimensions in addition to a liturgical 
expression. Too great a separation here between secular and sacred is 
unrealistic and may be unhealthy. 

Final solemn blessing 

The major liturgical action and text prior to the procession is the concluding 
solemn blessing. In structure the blessing consists of a three-fold invocation 
said by the priest, to each part of which everyone responds Amen. The 
customary trinitarian blessing follows, again concluding with Amen. The 
three-fold invocation is addressed specifically to the bride and groom, while 
the concluding trinitarian formula is addressed to all those present. Because 
this change of subject is indicated only in the rubrics, this point may not be 
read i Iy apparent. 1 

Prayer of all: Though the blessing is a prayer of the priest over the bride and 
groom, it is also a prayer of the entire liturgical assembly inasmuch as they 
respond Amen - May it be so. Thus as with the nuptial blessing itself (see 
below), the concluding blessing is a prayer of the whole Church, and not just 
of the priest. 

1 The Latin text and official English translation adds the word "all" (omnes) to the conclusion 
of the blessing, to indicate this change of perspective: "And may almighty God bless you all, the 
Father .... " However this "all" is not printed in the Canadian edition of the rite of marriage. 
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The three alternative final blessings collectively pray that God will keep the 
bride and groom in love with each other, always fill their hearts with God's 
love, give them God's joy, bless them in their children and in their families 
and friends, help them in good times and in bad, and fill their lives with joy 
and hope . 

• We also pray that the peace of Christ may stay with the bride and groom 
and be always in their home, that their children may bless them and their 
friends console them, that all may live in peace with them, that they always 
bear witness to the love of God in the world, and that the afflicted and the 
needy will find in them generous friends and in due course welcome them 
into the joys of heaven. 

The couple finally leaves arm in arm. They leave by themselves, unaccom
panied by priest, family or friends. 

They now stand by themselves as a married couple, independent but not 
alone. They constitute their own domestic Church within the local parish, 
within the diocesan and universal Church. 

To everyday life: But in leaving they lead the entire assembly out as well. 
They lead everyone out to further celebration, to continued Christian life, 
witness and ministry in the world and in daily life. 

Extending hospitality: Hopefully, they will stop and extend hospitality to 
those who greeted them so hospitably at the beginning of the liturgy. The 
ministry of hospitality and witness to God's love that will characterize their 
entire married life is expressed again at the door of the church, this time as 
the assembly goes forth. 

Word and Eucharist 

The next movement of the liturgy of marriage - the middle set of elements 
- is constituted by the word and the eucharist. Together they surround and 
embrace the rite of marriage in a narrow sense. Word and eucharist, how
ever, are integral parts of the wedding liturgy as a whole, and they proclaim, 
express and effect the reality of sacramental marriage in conjunction with 
the consent (vows), nuptial blessing, and the rest. 

Word and eucharist proclaim the love of God and of the Church for the 
couple. They express and celebrate what marriage is, and demonstrate the 
pattern of sacramental married life. Both are proclamations and celebra
tions of faith, which presuppose, express, and strengthen our allegiance 
and the giving of our whole selves to God. Both are thanksgivings to God, 
are founded in the death and resurrection of Christ, and enlivened and 
enabled by the Holy Spirit. Christ is present to the celebration of marriage in 
both word and eucharist. 

God's wedding gifts: Finally, word and eucharist are among God's wedding 
gifts to the couple. They are sumptuous food for the wedding feast and 
satisfy the deepest hungers of the bride and groom. 
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Celebration of the Word 

The structure of the celebration of the word is the same as that experienced 
on Sunday: three readings and the homily, interspersed with responses in 
the form of silence and the responsorial psalm. The gospel acclamation is 
sung to introduce the gospel. However, the general intercessions that 
usually follow the homily are incorporated into the marriage liturgy in the 
narrow sense. 

The Lectionary: Readings are chosen according to the principles of the 
Lectionary. The first reading is from the Old Testament, or during the Easter 
Season, from the Acts of the Apostles. The second comes from the New 
Testament epistles or book of Revelation. The third is from one of the four 
gospels. 

Of great significance: The celebration of the word - even without consid
ering specific readings - has many special meanings in the wedding liturgy. 
It is well to recall, though, that the liturgy of the word is not a classroom 
exercise, not just a time for instruction. It is a dialogue between God and 
ourselves, hence an encounter with the Holy One of love. 

The word proclaims God's love as expressed through the course of salvation 
history. It manifests this love today - especially for the bride and groom, 
and it promises God's enduring love for the future as well. The word not only 
promises God's love, it also tells us that this promise is fulfilled in our midst 
in the love of the bride and groom. The ancient stories of God's love are their 
stories as well, in which they find themselves and through which they 
express their feelings. In the word the couple speak to each other and to the 
world. 

Covenant: The word also proclaims and acts out the covenant God made 
with his people in times past and still makes today, the covenant that we best 
understand through the experience of true human love. This covenant and 
intimate relationship between God and humankind has been deepened and 
brought closer to us in Jesus Christ, who is both host and guest at this 
wedding, as he was at Cana. 

The reign or dominion or kingdom of God was at the core of Jesus' preach
ing, and is proclaimed and acted out in the word of God spoken today. God's 
reign is a time or state in which relationships among human beings will be as 
God intended in the beginning. Marriage is a model of this relationship and 
hence of the kingdom. 

The word calls us and challenges us. It calms our fears, gives us new vision, 
enables us to move beyond our present condition. It is life-giving, trans
forming, sanctifying. The word that originally brought us to faith is a free gift 
of God to which we respond with the obedience of faith, our total allegiance 
to God. 

Many scripture lessons: I n our present rite the Church offers a rich selection 
of scripture readings from which bride and groom may choose what seems 
most appropriate for their own wedding. Eight passages are proposed from 
the Old Testament, ten from the New Testament epistles, and ten from the 
gospels. In addition, seven psalm selections are proposed for our response 
to the first reading. 
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Marriage is a mystery: Simply to have such a variety of texts is itself a theo
logical message. Marriage is not something that can be easily defined or 
described, it is not something that anyone set of scripture readings can do 
justice to. It is a mystery, it takes many forms, it can be understood from a 
variety of points of view. We rejoice at the freedom given to each bride and 
groom to express their own relationship, hopes and dreams through their 
own choice of readings. 

Scriptural themes: Several commentators, through close study of the lec
tionary readings for marriage, have proposed groupings of readings to 
express certain central themes. These are only suggestions, and may not 
meet the needs of every couple. Nevertheless, it seems usefu I to present two 
of these proposals here. In each case more than one first or second reading 
or gospel may be suggested. 

The first set of themes is that of Donald Senior.2 

Marriage as sharing in God's creative work: 
Genesis 1: 26-28,31 Male and female . .. 
Revelation 19: 1, 5-9 The wedding feast 
Matthew 5: 13-16 A love that radiates 

Marriage as mutual responsibility: 
Genesis 2: 18-24 Two in one flesh 
Tobit 8: 5-7 Prayer of a young couple 
Sirach 26: 1-4,13-16 The light of the home 
1 Corinthians 6: 13-15, 17-20 Temple ofthe Spirit 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Two shall become one 
Matthew 22: 35-40 To love another 
Mark 10: 6-9 What God has united 

Marriage as vocation, a personal call from God: 
Genesis 24: 48-51, 58-67 Issac and Rebekah 
Tobit 7: 9-10, 11-15 Tobias and Sarah 
Tobit 8: 5-8 The prayer of a young couple 
1 Corinthians 12: 31 - 13: 8 Love will never end 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Matthew 5: 13-16 A love that radiates 
Matthew 7: 21, 24-29 Built on a rock 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Two shall become one 
John 15: 12-16 As I have loved you 
John 17: 20-26 May they be one 

Marriage as compassion, sharing, honesty: 
Sirach 26: 1-413-16 The light of the home 
Romans 12: 1-2, 9-18 The new life 
1 Corinthians 12: 31 - 13: 8 Love will never end 
Colossians 3: 12-17 Bond of perfection 
1 Peter 3: 1-9 Unity and peace 
1 Joh n 3: 18-24 A true love 

2 Donald Senior, Loving and Dying. A Commentary on the Lectionary Texts for Weddings and 
Funerals (Kansas City: Celebration Books 1979) 3-33. 
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Matthew 5: 1-12 Way to happiness 
Mark 10: 6-9 What God has united 
John 15: 9-12 To give one's life 

Marriage as reflection of God's covenant love: 
Jeremiah 31: 31-32, 33-34 God's covenant 
Romans 8: 31-35, 37-39 The love of Christ 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
1 John 4: 7-12 God is love 
Revelation 19: 1, 5-9 The wedding feast 
Matthew 22: 35-40 To love God 
John 15: 9-12 To give one's life 
John 15: 12-16 As I have loved you 
John 17: 20-26 May they be one 

God's love and care sustaining the married couple: 
Tobit 8: 5-7 Prayer of a young couple 
Romans 8: 31-35, 37-39 The love of Christ 
Matthew 5: 1-12 Way to happiness 
John 2: 1-11 Jesus at the wedding 
John 17: 20-26 May they be one 

The beauty and joy of human love: 
Song of Songs 2: 8-10,14,16; 8: 6-7 Divine fire 
1 Corinthians 12: 31 - 13: 8 Never pass away 
Colossians 3: 12-17 Bond of perfection 
1 John 3: 18-24 A true love 
Revelation 19: 1, 5-9 The wedding feast 
Matthew 22: 35-40 To love God 
John 15: 9-12 Give one's life 
John 15: 12-16 As I have loved you 
John 17: 20-26 May they be one 

The second proposal regarding themes is that of Hilarion Kistner.3 

God created man and woman for each other, to become one for a lifetime in 
marriage: 

Genesis 1: 26-28, 31 Male and female 
Genesis 2: 18-24 Two in one flesh 
Tobit 8: 5-7 Prayer of a young couple 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Home built on rock 
Mark 10: 6-9 What God has united 

God's love for us enables us to give love to another: 
Genesis 24: 48-51, 58-67 Isaac and Rebekah 
Romans 8: 31-35, 37-39 The love of Christ 
Colossians 3: 12-17 Bond of perfection 
John 15: 9-12 To give one's life 
God is a part of marriage: 
Genesis 2: 18-24 Two in one flesh 

3 Hilarion Kistner, "Scriptural Commentary," in Jeremy Harrington, Your Wedding. Planning 
Your Own Ceremony (Cincinatti: St Anthony Messenger Press 1974) 77-111. 
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Genesis 24: 48-51, 58-67 Isaac and Rebekah 
Tobit 7: 9-10,11-15 Tobias and Sarah 
Romans 8: 31-35, 37-39 The love of Christ 
Colossians 3: 12-17 Bond of perfection 
John 15: 9-12 To give one's life 

The love relationship between God and Israel, between Christ and the 
Church, is a model for husband and wife: 

Song of Songs 2: 8-10,14,16; 8: 6-7 Divine fire 
Jeremiah 31: 31-32, 33-34 God makes a covenant 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Revelation 19: 1, 5-9 The wedding feast 
John 2: 1-11 Jesus at the wedding 
John 15: 9-12 To give one's life 
John 15: 12-16 As I have loved you 
John 17: 20-26 May they be one 

Christ is a model of what love demands: 
Romans 12: 1-2, 9-18 The new life 
1 Corinthians 6: 13-15, 17-20 Temple ofthe Spirit 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Matthew 5: 13-16 Love that radiates 
Matthew 7: 21, 24-29 Home built on a rock 
Matthew 22: 35-40 Two shall become one 

Christ's love for us demands that we love one another: 
Romans 12: 1-2, 9-18 The new life 
1 John 3: 18-24 A true love 
Matthew 22: 35-40 Two shall become one 

The qualities of love, the virtues necessary for marriage: 
Sirach 26: 1-4, 13-16 The light of the home 
Romans 12: 1-2, 9-18 The new life 
1 Corinthians 12: 31 - 13: 8 Love will never pass 
Colossians 3: 12-17 Bond of perfection 
1 Peter 3: 1-9 Unity and peace 
Matthew 5: 1-12 

The wedding feast: 
Song of Songs 2: 8-10, 14, 16; 8: 6-7 Divine fire 
Revelation 19: 1, 5-9 The wedding feast 
John 2: 1-11 Jesus at the wedding 

A married couple serves as a sign of God's generous love: 
1 Corinthians 12: 31-13: 8 Love will never pass 
John 15: 12-16 As I have loved you 
Matthew 5: 13-16 A love that radiates 

Leave parents and cling to spouse: 
Genesis 24: 48-51, 58-67 Isaac and Rebekah 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Two shall become one 

Love is forever: 
Tobit 7: 9-10,11-15 Tobias and Sarah 
Song of Songs 2: 8-10,14,16; 8: 6-7 Divine fire 
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Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Two shall become one 

The love of God is the perfect example for human love: 
Ephesians 5: 2, 21-33 Like Christ's love 
1 John 4: 7-12 God is love 
Matthew 5: 1-12 Way to happiness 

A married couple's fidelity recalls God's faithfulness to us: 
Song of Songs 2: 8-10, 14, 16; 8: 6-7 Divine fire 
1 Corinthians 6: 13-15, 17-20 Temple ofthe Spirit 
Matthew 19: 3-6 Two shall become one 

o The scripture readings proposed by the lectionary constitute almost an 
embarrassment of riches. Some excellent commentaries are listed below. 

Celebration of the Eucharist 

Following the general intercessions the liturgy of the eucharist begins with 
the preparation of the altar and the gifts. 

Preparation of the Altar and the Gifts 

One of the options given in the liturgy of marriage is for the bride and groom 
to bring the bread and wine to the altar. This need not be seen as action for 
the sake of action; indeed from this perspective some commentators prefer 
that the couple not do this. 

Setting the table: However the setting of the eucharistic table - the table of 
Christ and of the Church - is the first time they will set table together as a 
married couple. It is a model and symbol of the mutual, daily setting of their 
domestic table during the living out of their marriage. Their daily table at 
home too is the table of the Lord and of the Church - their domestic Church. 

Food to be shared: The food that they bring to the altar is not for themselves 
alone, but is to be shared. So it is with the table of their domestic Church as 
well. That food too is to be shared with the broader community of those who 
are in need. 

Being thankful people: Putting the food for the eucharist on the table is 
accompanied by prayer which both gives thanks to God and acknowledges 
our dependence on God. As well, we acknowledge all the human labor and 
creativity which brings us our food. Again this is a model and symbol of the 
attitude of the new family toward their daily meals. 

Serving others: The bringing up of the eucharistic bread and wine is a minis
try - a service of God and of other persons - that proclaims and symbolizes 
important realities of the married life. 

Prayer over the gifts 

Collectively, the three prayers overthe gifts proclaim that "on this happy day 
... you have made (N. and N.) one in the sacrament of marriage" and that it is 
by God's "love and providence" that they have been brought together. 
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o At this point in the liturgy we offer our gifts for the couple, ask God to 
accept our offering, and proclaim that it is "the mystery of Christ's unselfish 
love which we celebrate in this eucharist." 

o We ask God, who loves the couple as father and mother do, to "bless them 
all the days of their married life," to "watch over and protect N. and N. whom 
[God has] united in marriage," and to "increase their love for [God] and for 
each other." 

Preface and eucharistic prayer 

The eucharistic prayer then begins with the initial dialogue. This is an 
opportunity to reflect on the fact that the whole of our liturgy is dialogue
dialogue within different segments of the assembled community, and dia
loge between God and ourselves. This form of human communication is a 
model of married life, for its dynamic too is one of dialogue. 

The first preiace focuses on life-giving, both by God and by the new human 
family. God is "the loving Father -of the world of nature," and "the loving 
Fatherof the new creation of grace." "In this sacrament [God's] grace unites 
man and woman in an unbreakable bond of love and peace," and as well 
enriches the Church. God has "designed the chaste love of husband and 
wife for the increase both of the human family and of [God's] own family 
born of baptism" - the Church. "In Christian marriage" God has brought 
"together the two orders of creation - the world of nature and the new 
creation of grace." As "nature's gift of creation enriches the world," so God's 
"grace enriches also [the] your Church." 

The second preiace is about the relationship between the new covenant 
inaugurated by Jesus Christ and the covenant entered into by husband and 
wife. 

o Through Christ God entered into a new covenant with God's people, 
restored us to grace in the saving mystery of redemption, gave us a share in 
the divine life through our union with Christ, and made us ... heirs of Christ's 
eternal glory. The new covenant of grace is an outpouring of God's love. 

o The "marriage covenant that seals the love of husband and wife," then, 
symbolizes God's "outpouring of love in the new covenant of grace," and 
"reflects [God's] divine plan of love. 

The third preiace begins at the beginning: God created us and all humanity 
in love, and did this so we might share God's own divine life. 

o This great and noble destiny can be seen - is revealed - "in the love of 
husband and wife," and this "bears the imprint of [God's] own divine love" 
and "becomes the mirror of [God's] everlasting love." 

o Then, in a poetic manner, four affirmations are made about human love: 
"love is [our] origin, love is [our] constant calling, love is [our] fulfillment in 
heaven," and "the love of man and woman is made holy in the sacrament of 
marriage." 

lEucharistic prayer: The liturgy continues with one of the eucharistic prayers 
of the Sacramentary. Even though we have no special eucharistic prayer for 

211 



marriage, the content and symbolism of our present texts have strong links 
and implications for marriage. 

Thanksgiving and praise: The eucharistic prayer is one of thanksgiving, 
praise and acknowledgement that our God is the one true God. It is a prayer 
in which we bless God for God's love for us. This in itself is a model of how all 
Christians should live their daily lives. Certainly it proclaims one charac
teristic of the married life. We thank and bless God for creation, for God's 
redemptive acts of love through history, culminating in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. We praise and thank God for incorporating us 
into Christ and the Church. 

The Holy Spirit: The eucharistic prayer is also one of invocation, sanctifica
tion and transformation. We ask God to send the Holy Spirit on bread and 
wine and on ourselves, the Church. We pray for sanctification - closer rela
tionship with God. We pray for the transformation - change - through 
which we become more and more united with each other and with Christ, 
and through which we become eucharistic people, showing forth the 
presence of Christ. 

Called to transformation: This too is a model of the sacramental married life, 
in which the Holy Spirit works to bring about unity within the home. In addi
tion, the couple are aided in the change, growth, transformation to which 
they call each other, to which God calls them in order to bring about the 
married life to which they aspire and have entered into. 

Hope and confidence: The eucharistic prayer also looks to the future, asking 
that God's love shown creation and Church in the past and present, will 
continue into the days ahead. Hope and confidence lead us to help prepare 
for the coming of God's reign of justice and peace and for the coming of 
Christ in glory. We commit ourselves anew to the vision of the world and of 
relationships that are as God wills them to be. 

The death and resurrection of Christ: At the centre of the eucharistic prayer 
is the proclamation and remembrance of the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, our head and our brother. All Christian worship is celebration 
ofthis paschal mystery, and it is the mystery that enlivens and informs Chris
tian marriage as well. 

The paschal mystery is mystery in the sense that it is a mighty act of God, 
whose love is boundless. It is a supreme manifestation of the love of Jesus 
Christ and of the love of God. In his passion and death Jesus showed 
supreme obedience, trust, love and self-giving. This love was redemptive, 
transforming, and remains present to us, in the Spirit, through the Church 
and the sacraments - including marriage. 

Dying to oneself in love, self-givi ng, obedience and trust are part of the basic 
pattern and dynamic of the sacramental married life. And so is being raised 
up by the power of the loving God. The eucharistic rite interprets, reiterates 
and reinforces what will already have been proclaimed by the marriage rite 
in the narrow sense. The celebration of the eucharist at weddings also 
proclaims that it is in the regular celebration of the eucharist that the married 
couple will find their continued nourishment and strength in the days and 
years ahead. 
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Sign of peace: Following the Great Amen, we all pray the Lord's Prayer, 
which is not only a model of all Christian prayer but also a model of the 
Christian married life. The nuptial blessing follows immediately; it will be 
considered below. Then comes the sign of peace, when according to the 
rubrics, "the married couple and all present show their peace and love for 
one another in an appropriate way." This is a time for them literally to ex
change a "kiss of peace." 

And then all share in the body and blood of Christ as it comes to us in the 
consecrated bread and wine. It is appropriate for the bride and groom to 
lead the assembly to communion. This procession, no less than those of 
entrance and going forth, is ajoyful one, accompanied by music. This is the 
principal wedding banquet, sign and foretaste of the eternal banquet that 
will follow their celebration of the sacramental married life. The communion 
in Christ with one another, celebrated here, is continued and made concrete 
in the wedding banquet that traditionally follows the marriage liturgy. 

Prayer after communion 

Collectively, the three alternative prayers after communion proclaim that "in 
your love you have given us this eucharist to unite us with each other and 
with [God]", and that God has "made N. and N. one in this sacrament of 
marriage and in the sharing of the one bread and one cup." 

• "We who have shared the food of [God's] table pray for our friends N. and 
N., whom [God] has joined together in marriage," basing our prayer in "the 
sacrifice we have offered and the eucharist we have shared." 

• We ask that God "now make them one in love for each other," "keep them 
close to you always," "strengthen the love of N. and N., and give us all your 
fatherly aid." 

• Looking to the future, we pray, "may their love for each other proclaim to 
all the world their faith in [God]." 

v ows and Blessing 

The innermost movement and set of elements of the marriage liturgy may 
now be considered, the rite of marriage in the narrow sense. What happens? 

• First, everyone stands, not just the wedding party in the narrow sense. 
The priest makes some introductory remarks, and he asks three questions. 
These are addressed to bride and groom separately, and each answers in 
their own words. These questions concern freedom to marry, intention to 
marry, and openness to children in the marriage. 

• The rite continues with an invitation by the priest to join their right hands 
and say their vows. Bride and groom pronounce their consent (vows) 
separately. The priest then receives their vows in the name of the Church, 
and all respond, Amen. 
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o The priest then blesses the rings and the bride and groom place them on 
their spouse's finger. General intercessions follow. 

o Finally, the marriage rite concludes with the nuptial blessing. This does 
not follow the general intercessions i mmed iately, but rather comes after the 
Lord's Prayer. 

Shape and Dynamics 

How are we to interpret all of this? The core structure of the rite of marriage 
is shown by the consent (vows) on the one hand, and the nuptial blessing on 
the other. These represent human resolve and divine blessing, respectively, 
and hence the fundamental shape of this liturgy is the dialogue between the 
couple and God. 

Other elements: This core is approached by way of an introductory section 
of the rite. The central dynamic represented by the consent (vows) is ex
tended and interpreted by the blessing and exchange of rings and by the 
general intercessions. The nuptial blessing itself is extended by the final 
solemn blessing. 

Ministry and participation 

Bride and groom, priest and congregation all are involved throughout the 
rite of marriage. 

No spectators: Everyone stands throughout the marriage rite. This indicates 
first of all that what is happening is especially important. More significantly 
it proclaims that the entire liturgical assembly participates in the liturgy of 
marriage: this is the action of the local Church. There are no "mere" spec
tators. All are witnesses, all pray, all minister to the sacramental action. 

All say Amen: It is significant also that the congregation as well as the bride 
and groom, respond Amen to the reception of the consent (vows) by the 
priest, and to the priest's prayer of blessing over the rings. These are state
ments and prayers of the whole Church, and not just of the ordained minister 
by himself. 

General intercessions: Another dimension of the participation of everyone 
is shown in the general intercessions. Though the priest introduces and 
concludes this prayer, the petitions themselves are presented by a lay 
person and they lead to the response of all present. The entire assembly 
prays earnestly forthe couple and as well for the needs of the wider Church 
and the world. 

The nuptial blessing is also a prayer of the entire assembly, though enun
ciated by the presiding priest. It begins with an invitation by the priest, 
addressed to all present, to pray for the couple. All then pray silently for a 
while, and this period of silence is an integral part of the blessing. The text 
of the prayer that follows is written in the first person plural ("we pray"). and 
is concluded by the Amen of the assembly. 
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Roles of the priest: The priest may be thought of as playing three roles in the 
rite of marriage. The first may be described as "official" or "legal," in which 
role the priest sees to it that the marriage is properly entered into. Thus he 
demands answers to preliminary questions that assess the bride and 
groom's freedom and readiness to enter into marriage. He then invites and 
receives the consent of the couple; since the Council of Trent this has been a 
required function of the priest. 

An enabling ministry: The second role may be said to be that of facilitating 
the ministry of the bride and groom. This is seen particularly in the invitation 
to join right hands and exchange consent (vows); he helps with the vows if 
necessary. In addition, the priest's blessing of the rings may be seen as 
preparatory to the actual exchange of the rings by the couple. 

Presiding: The third role of the priest is in liturgical presiding in general, 
proclaiming presidential prayers and leading the prayer of the assembly. 
This is seen especially in the general intercessions and nuptial blessing. 

The bride and groom, of course, are the ministers of the marriage, and the 
high point of this occurs when they join right hands and exchange their 
consent (vows). The exchange of rings is another exercise of their ministry. 
Finally, the ministry of the bride and groom may be exercised by their sitting 
and standing so that it be may seen that they are central and special ministers 
during the rite. 

Introductory address 

The priest begins the rite of marriage by naming the place and the partic
ipants, by summarizing what is happening, and by stating where the couple 
has come from and what lies ahead of them. We are in "the church," and the 
participants are the couple ("my dear friends"), the Church's minister, this 
community - also called the Church, and God. 

What is happening is indicated first by the nouns that are used, and then by 
the verbs. The principal noun of the first two sentences is "love," used twice. 
In the third sentence the principal noun is "marriage," which is modified by 
"duties" - the duties of marriage. "Marriage" is described as "special 
sacrament" and "mutual and lasting fidelity." 

The verbs are "seal," "strengthen" (twice), "bless," "enrich" and "assume." 
God seals and strengthens the couple's love, Christ blesses this love, Christ 
enriches and strengthens the couple by a special sacrament so that they 
may assume the duties of marriage. 

Baptism and faithful love: Where the couple is coming from is described in 
terms of baptism: Christ has already consecrated them in baptism. Where 
they are going is described as a life of mutual and lasting fidelity. 

The questions 

At the end of his admonition, the priest asks the bride and groom to state 
their intentions; then he asks three questions to specify these intentions. 
Each answers separately. This is not the first time these questions have 
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arisen or even the first time they have explained their intentions to the priest. 
However, this time the questions and responses are made in public, in the 
presence of the Church. 

The first question has to do with the past and with the present. It concerns 
freedom to enter into marriage. This freedom means that neither partner is 
already married. The purpose of asking this is to protect the other partner at 
this wedding, as well as the spouse to which he/she may already be married. 
The spouses are also protected from being forced to marry against their will; 
they must be without reservation. In this question marriage is described as 
"giv[ing] yourselves to each other." 

The second question looks to the future and asks if they are willing to enter 
into a life long commitment ("for the rest of your lives"). Here marriage is 
described as "honor[ing] each other as [husband] and wife." 

The third question concerns the openness of the couple to having children; 
it may be omitted for a good reason. Children are seen as coming from God, 
and the couple is asked not only if they will have children, but if they will do 
so "lovingly." Furthermore, they are asked if they will "bring them up 
according to the law of Christ and his Church." This does not referto canon 
law, but rather to Christ's commandment to love God and one's neighbor; it 
is following the example of Christ's love. 

life-giving: Though this question explictly concerns children, more gener
ally it asks about the life-giving quality of the marriage. It asks the couple not 
to focus their married life solely on themselves but also to look outwards in a 
life-giving manner. 

Consent (vows) 

Having established that the bride and groom know what marriage is and do 
indeed intend to enter into it, the priest invites them to declare their consent 
(vows). This invitation leads to both a non-verbal as well as a verbal action 
on the part of the couple. 

Consent: The reason that "vows" has regularly been put in parentheses 
whenever "consent" has been used will be explained here. The term "con
sent" is a traditional one in Catholic practice, going back to ancient Rome 
and enshrined in the theological and - especially - canonical writings of 
the Church through many centuries. The concept conveyed by their team in 
Catholic theology is a very strong one. Unfortunately the word "consent" 
itself does not wear well in the English language. It is a weak word; it could 
suggests possibly, and conveys a sense of permanency only weakly. 

Vows: A more common English word that traditionally describes what we 
are doing in this part of the wedding liturgy is "vows." This is stronger, more 
active, solemn, and implies permanence. Vatican II preferred to speak of a 
covenant of life and love and many people today use the term commitment." 
These are much stronger terms than "consent." 

Joining hands: The non-verbal component of the consent (vows) is that of 
joining right hands; this goes back to ancient Rome. Of course it is not the 
first time the bride and groom have held hands, and not the first time that 
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they have held hands while expressing their love for one another. Their 
marriage vows build on as well as go beyond these previous experiences. 

Noi jusi holding hands: On most occasions, however, the right hand of one 
was most likely held in the left hand of the other (or vice versa); they were 
side by side. For each to hold the right hand of the other is less commonly 
done, and requires them to face one other, to look each other in the eye. And 
this is not a gesture of shaking right hands, but of lovingly "joining" right 
hands. 

The joining oi righi hands is the symbol that expresses what the couple says 
in the consent (vows). Joining hands symbolizes the joining of lives, of 
loves, of bodies not only at the time of the wedding, but throughout their 
whole lives. The joining of hands gives a dimension of reality and bodiliness 
to the promises that are being made. The joining of right hands is an impor
tant part of the rite, and needs to be done publicly, reverently and with some 
degree of solemnity. However, though the priest gives the invitation, the 
joining is to be done by the couple alone, without assistance from the priest. 

The "erbal dimension iollows. Having previously described marriage as a 
giving of themselves, it is here described as taking the other partner as wife 
or husband. It is an active process and a mutual one. Each takes, each is 
taken. 

The naiure oi ihe conseni (vows) is then make very clear: "I promise." This is 
what it is all about. Building on intentions previously declared, each spouse 
now publicly makes a promise to the other, before God and the Church. 

The pariicular words that are said are not as important as the fact that man 
and woman say, "I promise" or "This is my solemn vow." These words have a 
force all their own; they not only say something, they do something. Vows 
evoke a response, one that inevitably involves one's future life. The vows are 
an event, not a lesson or a speech. What these words do to those who speak 
them is what is really important. 

The conieni oi ihe promise is then enunciated in terms that are both general 
and inclusive. They are both idealistic and extremely realistic at the same 
time. 

o The verbs present the idealistic side of this dialogue:.1 promise to ... be 
true to you, to love you, to honor you. . 

o The nouns add notes of realism: in good times and in bad, in sickness and 
in health, all the days of my life. 

Joy and iear: The consent (vows) represents the cry of human hearts, a cry 
characterized by both joy and fear. Joy at the promise of entering into a rela
tionship characterized by truth, love and honor. Fear because there will be 
bad times as well as good ones, sickness as well as health. Fear because it is 
for all the days of my life. 

Being honesi: Marriage is always entered into with a mixture of love and 
fear, expectation and anxiety, excitement and apprehension. We know that 
many young people today are reluctant to enter into marriage because of 
this fear and anxiety. It is so important, at the very centre of the marriage 
liturgy, to name these apprehensions. Furthermore, they are addressed 
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throughout the rite but especially in the consent (vows) itself and in the 
nuptial blessing. 

The \tows point out first that there will be good times as well as bad, health as 
well as sickness. They also describe how each partner promises to act -live 
- in relation to the other: in truth, love and honor. 

The words of the consent (vows) are not so much statements of fact, but 
rather promises about the future. This future cannot be guaranteed, and we 
wonder what the life of this couple will really hold. The liturgy does not 
answer our questions, but it raises them in a context of transformation. The 
new life that emerges can and will engage these questions. 

Additional assurance is given immediately following the vows when the 
priest receives the consent. "May the Lord in his goodness strengthen your 
consent and fill you both with his blessings." 

What God has joined: Two other statements are made by the priest. The first 
is both a statement of fact and a joyful proclamation. "You have declared 
your consent before the church." He adds a Christian vision and promise, 
"What God has joined." The couple do not stand alone, they are never alone. 
They marry in the presence of the Church, and it is really God who has 
joined them in marriage. Finally, a warning: "no one must divide." And the 
Church answers Amen to all of this. 

Vows and paschal mystery: As all liturgy of the church is a celebration of the 
paschal mystery, and since the consent (vows) is at the center of the mar
riage liturgy, we may see a certain parallel between vows plus nuptial bless
ing and the eucharistic prayer, and between the consent (vows) and the 
institution narrative: 

I take you to be my spouse. 
I promise to be true to you 
in good times and in bad 
in sickness and in health. 
I will love you and honor you 
all the days of my life. 

This is my body which will be given up for you. 
This is the cup of my blood, 
the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. 
It will be shed for you and for all 
so that sins may be forgiven. 
Do this in memory of me. 

Blessing and exchange of rings 

Rings are exchanged to make concrete and extend in time the promises just 
made. In a sense the rings are a way of making permanent the joining of 
hands which is the non-verbal component of the vows. The rite assumes that 
there will be two rings, stressing the mutuality of the marriage commitment 
and covenant. 

The blessing: The three alternative prayers of blessing which are said by the 
priest (in the name of all) are significantly different in style and content. 

218 



o The first addresses God indirectly ("May ... God") rather than directly, 
and also addresses the couple; the others address God directly. 

o The first two ask God to bless the ring, while the third asks God to bless 
the couple ("bless and consecrate N. and N. in their love for each other"). In 
addition, the second also states that "we" (the local Church) are blessing the 
rings in God's name. 

o The first and third give explicit interpretations of the meaning of the rings. 
The first says that the rings are a sign of the couple's love and fidelity, while 
the third says that they are a symbol of their true love, always reminding 
them of their love. The second prayer merely refers to the fact that the 
couple will wear the rings. 

o The second prayer is more about the couple than about the rings. It asks 
that the couple always have a deep faith in each other, that they do God's 
will, and always live together in peace, good will, and love. 

The exchange itself it quite simple. The message is straightforward as well 
as profound, and can easily be memorized. "Take this ring as a sign of my 
love and fidelity." The Trinity is then named, signifying that it is God who has 
brought the couple to this point in their relationship, it is God who provides 
the strength as well as love to promise their love and fidelity, and it is God 
who promises to be with them as long as they wear these rings. 

Progression of intimacy 

The liturgy of marriage does not just tell us about entering into marriage and 
about the sacramental married life, it also shows us and symbolizes the 
coming together and living together of the bride and groom. 

Standing and siiiing: The bride and groom come from their respective 
homes to stand together at the door of the church. After being greeted, they 
walk to the front of the church together, though accompanied and sur
rounded by family, friends and ministers of the Church. During the liturgy 
they sit and stand together, slighty apart from the rest of the assembly. They 
may walk and minister together by bringing up the gifts for the eucharist, 
and they share the eucharistic bread and wine together. 

Touching and kissing: Of particular importance is the joining of right hands 
that is the non-verbal component of the consent (vows), and the putting of 
the rings on each other's fingers. These are actions of special physical 
intimacy. Finally, at the sign of peace the bride and groom will surely kiss 
each other. 

o All of this builds on, expresses, and is public approval and sign of the 
common life and sexual intimacy that will follow in marriage. 

General Intercessions 

The couple now relax and let themselves be embraced by the love and 
concern of the community. At the same time the community enunciates 
certain commitments both for itself and for the couple. As already men-
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tioned, these are not focused just on the couple, but even at this time of joy 
they remember the pain of others throughout the world. 

Nuptial Blessing 

Though the nuptial blessing is separated from the rest ofthe rite of marriage 
by the preparation of altar and gifts, eucharistic prayer, and Lord's Prayer, it 
is an integral part of that rite and provides the second voice of the dialogue. 
Three alternative texts are provided, and they begin by Situating marriage in 
its biblical context, using especially Genesis chapters 1 and 2 and Ephe
sians 5. 

o The Church prays that the bride and groom "may share with each other 
the gifts of [God's] love and become one in mind and heart" and that "they 
may together rejoice in [God's] gift of married life." They are equals, both 
heirs to the life of grace. We ask God to "keep them faithful in marriage," and 
"give them the strength which comes from the gospel." God is to "help them 
create a home together" and "help them to be good parents." 

o We pray that they may "praise [God] when they are happy and turn to 
[God] in their sorrows," "be glad when [God] helps them in their work and 
know that [God is] with them in their need." "May they pray to [God] in the 
community of the Church." In a more outward movement, the blessings ask 
"that they may be witnesses of Christ to others," "witnesses of [God's] 
presence in their marriage," and God's "witnesses in the world." 

o Finally, "may they live to see their children's children," reach "a happy old 
age" "in the company of their friends." Then God is asked to "grant them 
fullness of life with the saints" when they "come at last to the kingdom of 
heaven." May they "one day have the joyof sharing [God's] fe_ast in heaven." 

Second and Third Rites 

To meet the variety of individual circumstances that exist among couples 
celebrating marriage, the Church today provides several different rites of 
marriage in addition to the one that has been considered so far. Though we 
have considered it the fullest and the primary model of celebration, the 
others are no less valid or legitimate, and they also express the meaning of 
marriage. 

The second rite lacks the entire eucharistic liturgy, from preparation of the 
altar and gifts through communion. The nuptial blessing follows the general 
intercessions. The rite concludes with the Lord's Prayer and a concluding 
blessing. 

o This rite is for use when the marriage of two Catholics is presided over by 
a deacon or authorized lay person in the absence of a priest. In this case the 
possibility is provided of distributing holy communion using reserved 
hosts4. 

4 In accordance with canon 1127 (2), the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops has 
authorized duly delegated lay persons to preside at marriages in the absence of the priest. Such 
lay. ministers are delegated by their diocesan bishop. 

220 



• A second use would be for two Catholics when for one reason or another 
the celebration of the eucharist seems inappropriate or is not desired . 

• Finally, this rite may also be used when one spouse is not Catholic and 
will not be receiving communions. 

The third rite is for use when one spouse is not baptized. It is similar in struc
ture to the second, except that the nuptial blessing may be omitted "if cir
cumstances so require." Texts are adapted or chosen to emphasize the 
origins of marriage in God's creation. References to sacrament and to mar
riage as symbol of Christ's love forthe Church are omitted or made minimal. 

There is no change in the marriage rite in the narrow sense. In all cases the 
liturgy of the word remains the same and indeed gains greater prominence 
when the eucharist is omitted. 

Selected Reading 

Of special importance: 

Kenneth W. Stevenson, To Join Together: The Rite of Marriage (New York: 
Pueblo 1987) 

Histories of the rite of marriage 

Basilius Binder, Geschichte des feierlichen Ehesegens (Abtei Metten 1938) 

George Hayward Joyce, Christian Marriage: An Historical and Doctrinal 
Study (London: Sheed and Ward 1933) 

Dennis W. Krouse, "Principles for weddings from history," Pastoral Music 
(October-November 1978) 

Joseph Martos, "Marriage" in Doors to the Sacred (Garden City: Doubleday 
1981) 399-451 

Jean-Baptiste Molin and Protais Mutembe, Le Rituel Du Mariage en France 
du XII au XVI Siecle (Paris: Beauchesne 1974) 

Joanne Pierce, "A note on the 'ego vas conjungo' in medieval French 
marriage liturgy," Ephemerides Uturgicae 99 (May-June 1985) 

Karl Ritzer, Le Mariage dans les ~g/ises Chretiennes du ler au Xie Siecle 
(Paris: Editions du Cerf 1970) 

Kenneth Stevenson, Nuptial Blessing (London: SPCK 1982) 

5 On the ecumenical dimensions of tthe liturgy of marriage, see National Bulletin on Liturgy, 
vol 19, no. 104 (May-June 1986), especially pages 166-173 on the liturgy of marriage, and pages 
154-160 on eucharistic sharing. See also Pastoral Guidelines for Interchurch Marriages Be
tween Anglicans and Roman Catholics in Canada, authorized by the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops and the House of Bishops of the Anglican Church of Canada (Ottawa: Cana
dian Conference of Catholic Bishops 1987). 

221 



Studies of the Liturgy of Marriage 

Piero di Barberi, La Celebrazione del Matrimonio Cristiano (Roma: Edizioni 
Liturgiche 1982) 

Giustino Farnedi, ed. La Celebrazione Cristiana del Matrimonio - Simboli 
et Testi (Roma: Pontificio Ateneo S. Anselmo 1986) 

John Glen, "Christians celebrate marriage," Liturgy (London) 3 (August
September 1979) 224-227; John Glen, "The spirit of the marriage liturgy," 
Liturgy (London) 3 (August-September 1979) 228-233 

James Plastaras, "Marriage and the Eucharist," Worship, 39 (October 1965) 
451-457 

Manfred Probst, "Zu Struktur und Elementen des Trauungsritus fur das 
Deutsche Sprachgebiet" Liturgisches Jahrbuch 31 (1981) 236-250 

Gerard S. Sloyan, 'The new rite for celebrating marriage," Worship, 44 (May 
1980) 258-267 

James M. Schmitmeyer, The Words of Worship. Presiding and Preaching at 
the Rites (Staten Island: Alba House 1988) 75-92 

Kenneth W. Stevenson, "Van Gennep and Marriage - strange bedfellows? 
A fresh look at the rites of marriage," Ephemerides Liturgicae 100 (March
April 1986) 138-151 

George B. Wilson, "Reflections on the Order of Marriage," Worship, 42 
(March 1968) 150-158 

The Liturgy of the Word 

Reginald H. Fuller, Preaching the Lectionary. The Word of God for the 
Church Today, rev. ed. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press 1984) 578-592 

Paul Covino, Lawrence Madden, Elaine Rendler and John Buscemi, Cele
brating Marriage. Preparing the Wedding Liturgy. A Workbook for Engaged 
Couples (Washington: Pastoral Press 1987) 57-91 

Robert Crotty and John Barry Ryan, Commentaries on the Ritual Readings 
(New York: Pueblo 1982) 186-206 

Jeremy Harrington, Your Wedding. Planning Your Own Ceremony (Scrip
tural Commentary by Hilarion Kistner) (Cincinati: St Anthony Messenger 
Press 1974) 77-111 

William J. Peters, What Your Wedding Can Be (St Meinrad: Abbey Press 
1980) 12-29 

Donald Senior, Loving and Dying. A Commentary on the Lectionary Texts 
for Weddings and Funerals (Kansas City: Celebration Books 1979) 3-33 

Theology of Marriage 

J.-P. Bagot, How to Understand Marriage (London: SCM Press 1987) 

Walter Bassett, ed., The Bond of Marriage (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press 1968) 

222 



Walter Bassett and Peter Huizing, eds., The Future of Christian Marriage 
(Concilium 87) (New York: Herder and Herder 1973) 

Franz Bockle, ed., The Future of Marriage as Institution (Concilium 55) 
(New York: Herder and Herder 1970) 

Louis-Marie Chauvet, "Marriage, a sacrament unlike the others," Theology 
Digest, 25 (Fall 1977) 240-245 

Jack Dominian, Marriage, Faith and Love (London: Darton, Longman, Todd 
1981) 

Bernard Cooke, "Christian marriage: basic sacrament," in Sacraments and 
Sacramentality (Mystic: Twenty-Third Publications 1983) 79-94 

Mitch and Kathy Finley, Christian Families in the Real World (Chicago: 
Thomas More Press 1984) 

Gerard Fourez, "Marriage: celebration of love in relationships," in Sacra
ments and Passages (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press 1983) 117-128 

John Freund and JoAnn Heaney Hunter, Mirror of God's Love: Sacramental 
Marriage and the Difference it Makes (New York: Pueblo 1984) 

C.A. Gallagher, G.A. Maloney, M.F. Rousseau, and P.F. Wilczak, Embodied 
in Love. Sacramental, Spiritual and Sexual Intimacy. A New Catholic Guide 
to Marriage (New York: Crossroads 1986) 

Andrew M. Greeley, The Young Catholic Family. Religious Images and 
Marriage Fulfillment (Chicago: Thomas More Press 1980) 

Tibor Horvath, "Marriage: Contract? Covenant? Community? Sacrament of 
Sacraments? - Fallible Symbol of Infallible Love, Revelation of Sin and 
Love," in F.A. Eigo, ed., The Sacraments: God's Love and Mercy Actualized 
(Villanova: Villanova University Press 1979) 

John Paul II, The Theology of Marriage and Celibacy (New York: St Paul 
Editions 1986) 

Walter Kasper, Theology of Christian Marriage (New York: Seabury Press 
1980) 

Michael G. Lawler, Secular Marriage Christian Sacrament (Mystic: Twenty
Third Publications 1985) 

Theodore Macklin, Marriage in the Catholic Church - What is Marriage? 
(New York: Paulist 1982) 

Enda McDonagh, The Meaning of Christian Marriage (Staten Island: Alba 
House 1963) 

Richard Malone and John R. Connery, eds. Contemporary Perspectives on 
Christian Marriage (Chicago: Loyola 1984) 

Marriage and the Family. Working Paper of the C.C.C.B. (Ottawa: Canadian 
Conference of Catholic Bishops 1980) 

German Martinez, "Marriage as worship: a theological analogy," Worship 62 
(July 1988) 332-353 

223 



John Meyendorff, Marriage: An Orthodox Perspective (Crestwood: St. 
Vladimir's Seminary Press 1975) 

Ladislas Orsy, Marriage in Canon Law (Wilmington: Michael Glazier 1987) 

Normand Provencher, "The family as domestic church," Theology Digest 30 
(Summer 1982) 149-152 

Karl Rahner, Marriage (Denville: Diminsion Books 1970) 

W.P. Roberts, ed., Commitment to Partnership. Explorations of the Theol
ogy of Marriage (New York: Paulist 1987) 

Edward Schillebeeckx, Marriage: Human Reality and Saving Mystery (New 
York: Sheed and Ward 1965) 

T:F. Sedgwick, Sacramental Ethics. Paschal Identity and the Christian Life 
(Philadelphia: Fortress 1987) 

Eileen Zieget Silbermann, The Savage Sacrament. A Theology of Marriage 
after American Feminism (Mystic: Twenty-Third Publications 1983) 

Elisabeth MeierTetlow and Louis Mulry Tetlow, Partners in Service. Toward 
a Biblical Theology of Christian Marriage (Lanham: University Press of 
America 1983) 

David M. Thomas, Christian Marriage - a Journey Together (Wilmington: 
Michael Glazier 1983) 

Evelyn Eaten Whitehead and James D. Whitehead, Marrying Well: Stages on 
the Journey of Christian Marriage (Garden City: Doubleday 1981) 

224 



The Musical Celebration 
of Marriage 

Almost everyone agrees that music greatly enhances the celebration of 
marriage. In pastoral practice, however, tensions often arise when it comes 
down to who decides what selection is to be sung or played by whom and at 
what place in the liturgy. Sometimes those involved resort to lists of ap
proved selections, and this has its merits. Often there is an attempt to enun
ciate principles, usually based on fundamentals of liturgical music in gen
eral or on how music is used at the Sunday eucharist. This approach also 
has merit. 

What are the questions? 

There are different ways of looking at the matter. One might speak of "music 
at weddings" in a way that indicated that the music is an extra, added on to 
the wedding itself. Alternatively, phrases such as "musical celebrations of 
marriage" can be used to suggest that music is intrinsic to the celebration of 
marriage; it is a required element and not an extra. The second approach is 
the one taken here. 

Asking why as well as what: In addition, the discussion can begin by asking, 
what shall be played or sung, and when? Alternatively, the questions might 
be, why is there music at weddings, and what does it mean to sing and play in 
celebrations of marriage? The second set of questions is the more funda
mental, and is our staring place here. 

What do we actually sing? To deal with these questions, the same method 
will be used as in the previous part of this issue, namely to first ask, What 
happens? What do we do? What music would our hypothetical observers 
hear at a wedding? We start not with a eucharistic liturgy into which a rite of 
marriage has been inserted, but with a liturgy of marriage which consists of 
gathering, word, marriage, eucharist and going forth. What music would be 
experienced at such a liturgy, if celebrated in the usual way and in ideal 
circumstances? This musical-liturgical experience will then be subjected to 
reflection and analysis to answer the further questions, What significance 
does this music have at the level of the couple and the worshiping assembly? 
What significance does this music have in terms of the relationship between 
God and God's people? 

Coming in and going forth 

As people gather for the wedding, there usually is some introductory 
instrumental music, a prelude. Music then accompanies the procession cif 
the bride and groom, family and friends, priest and ministers from the door 
of the church to the front. When all have taken their places, an opening song 
is sung. 
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Toward the conclusion of the marriage liturgy, after communion, a soloist 
may sing as the register is being signed. Instrumental music again 
accompanies the procession in which the newly married couple leave the 
church, leading the rest of the assembly to continued festivities as well as 
back to daily life. 

Word and eucharist 

During the liturgy of the word the responsorial psalm will be sung, as well as 
the gospel acclamation. 

In the liturgy of the eucharist there may be instrumental music during the 
preparation of the altar and the gifts. The Holy, holy, memorial acclamation 
and great Amen are sung during the eucharistic prayer, and then perhaps 
the Lord's Prayer. At communion the Lamb of God may be sung, and there 
will be singing again during the communion procession, or after commu
nion. 

Vows and blessing 

There is no music during the rite of marriage in the narrow sense, except that 
rarely the general intercessions might be sung. 

Musical dynamics in the liturgy 

How is this musical practice to be interpreted? We may note first that the 
musical dimensions of each of the sets of elements of the marriage liturgy
coming in and going forth, word and eucharist, vows and blessing - are 
different and distinctive. 

At the "ery beginning there is instrumental music to welcome, set the tone 
and foster the participation of all. At both beginning and conclusion addi
tional instrumental music accompanies the bride and groom as they 
process. This music recognizes, highlights and adds solemnity to these 
significant moments. It is instrumental so that all may greet, support and say 
best wishes to the couple with sight, smile and warm heart. 

This introductory and concluding music leads from and to other, non-litur
gical dimensions of the wedding as a whole. Parties as well as reception and 
banquet too have their own type of musical expression. 

The third component of the musical gathering rite is the opening song, 
which usually is a strong hymn, sung by all; it is worshipful and joyful. The 
opening song proclaims who we are and why we are here. It also serves to 
further the process of bringing the many individuals who have come to the 
wedding into a unified liturgical assembly which manifests the presence of 
Christ. 

Congregational singing begins with the opening song and continues at least 
to the time of communion. This type of musical expression not only encour-
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ages but also requires the participation of all, making the celebration more 
truly theirs; no one can sing and still remain a mere spectator. It is more 
enjoyable for guests, and provides an important means by which those 
present can support the couple. 

At the end, a vocal solo may perhaps sing of love and marriage. This is a way 
of making a final proclamation of faith and meaning regarding the meaning 
of the celebration. It is made on the couple's behalf, speaking to the Church 
and the world. 

Dialogue and response: The musical dimensions of word and eucharist are 
of quite a different character. The psalm, gospel acclamation, Holy, holy, 
memorial acclamation and great Amen are parts of dialogues: the dialogue 
of proclamation and response of the liturgy of the word, and the dialogue of 
thanksgiving and praise of the eucharistic liturgy. This is perhaps also true 
of music during the communion procession and after communion. The 
assembly enters into dialogue with God who feeds us with bread from 
heaven, either in anticipation or in grateful response to communion. Reader, 
psalmist, priest and congregation - and God - all engage in conversation. 
As befits a dialogue, much of this music is brief, and it consists mostly of 
acclamations and responses rather than full hymns. 

Silence and awe: In sharp contrast, there is neither instrumental nor vocal 
music during the vows and blessing and associated parts of the rite of mar
riage in the narrow sense. Here the focus is on the bride and groom, who 
speak to each other in solemn vow and who receive God's solemn blessing 
and assurance of support. They sing only - but certainly - in their hearts. 

The assembly participates in silence, with bated breath, in awe at the profes
sion of faithful love that is being made. But they too Sing in their hearts. It is a 
moment too tender for much sound, too intimate for congregational singing. 
The bride and groom are alone - even in the midst of the Church and many 
friends - as they will be in their home and in their bedroom. 

Music and marriage 

Let us now step back and consider the music of the liturgy of marriage as a 
whole. How does it proclaim the meaning of marriage and of the sacra
mental married life as well? Here it is helpful to refer to the insights of the 
well known document, Music in Catholic Worship.1 

o The musical dimension of the liturgy of marriage proclaims that marriage 
is mystery - one of the wonderful works of God. "Music ... can ... unveil a 
dimension of meaning and feeling, a communication of ideas and intuitions 
which words alone cannot yield." Marriage is far too profound to explain in 
words. Music helps to reach a deeper level of expression and understanding. 

o Music has to do with union and with unity. It brings people together and 
proclaims and supports human relationships. Music "imparts a sense of 
unity to the congregation ... " and to lovers as well. 

1 Music in Catholic Worship (Washington: Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy 1972). Quota
tions are from paragraphs 23, 24 and 26. 
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o Marriage is the union of woman and man in their whole persons. The 
dimension of meaning expressed in music "is integral to the human person
ality and to [our] growth in faith. It cannot be ignored ifthe signs of worship 
are to speak to the whole person." Singing, worship and marriage engage 
our whole selves, not just our minds. 

o Marriage is a time of joy and celebration. "The quality of joy and enthu
siasm which music adds to community worship cannot be gained in any 
other way." 

o Music makes our celebration of marriage more powerful, more meaning
ful and more transforming. Music "should heighten the texts so that they 
speak more fully and more effectively. 

o Musical expression is central to celebrations of faith and commitment 
such as the sacrament of marriage. "Music should assist the assembled 
believers to express and share the gift of faith that is within them and to 
nourish and strengthen their interior commitment of faith." 

o Marriage is a celebration of beauty - the beauty of human persons and of 
human and divine love - and music is an expression of this beauty. "Is the 
music technically, aesthetically, and expressively good? Only artistically 
sound music will be effective in the long run." 

Other relationships: Music is also related to the celebration of marriage in 
several ways that are not touched on by Music in Catholic Worship. 

o Music is essential to the celebration of the sacrament of love, for singing 
is an important language of lovers. People sing love songs, serenades -
even lullabies - when they want to express the deep love in their hearts. 

o To participate musically is an act of self-giving, sign of the self-giving of 
the spouses to each other. 

o Music is also life-giving, again a sign of the reality of marriage. 

o The covenant of marriage is a public expression of faithful love, and is 
recalled by the public character of liturgical music. 

o Singing together is mutually supportive, and such is the nature of mar
riage. 

A musical Church: Our hypothetical observers began by seeing that wed
dings are celebrations of the Church. They then saw that what the Church 
was doing was worship, and that in this worship there was ministry. They 
also see - or hear - that the Church is musical, and that the Church's 
liturgy is musical. Hopefully they would also note that the music is intrinsic 
to the very being of Church and the very essence of the marriage liturgy, and 
not something added on as an extra. 

Music and ministry: Hopefully also they would note that music is ministerial. 
There are specific ministers who are musicians, the ministry of the Church is 
in part carried out through music, and music serves the act of worship as a 
whole. 
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Additional music? 

This consideration of the musical celebration of marriage helps us to eval
uate other musical possibilities and needs. 

At the presentation of gifts: Sometimes there is a desire to have a vocal solo 
at the presentation of the altar and the gifts. This would be possible because 
there is a slight pause here in the overall movement of the liturgy. However it 
seems like the wrong occasion for a solo inasmuch as another action is 
taking place, namely the setting of the table. In addition, the liturgy is still 
continuing to express its own understanding of marriage, or better, to model 
what marriage is. By the time of the pause after communion, this liturgical 
expression is virtually complete. 

The nuptial blessing: The question also arises whether the nuptial blessing 
should not be a musical prayer. Certainly this would add solemnity - but 
also length. The balance between vows and blessing needs to be preserved, 
as well as the primacy of the ministry of the couple. A sung blessing might 
create imbalance and stress the ministry of the priest too much. It might also 
seem out of place considering the present placement of this blessing: just 
after the Lord's Prayer (which might be sung) and just prior to communion, 
with its own music. 

Congregational acclamation: Consideration might be given to some kind of 
sung acclamation by the assembly, corresponding somewhat to the recep
tion of the vows by the priest. This would be another response of the Church 
to what the couple have just done, and give expression to their joy and their 
support. 

Selecting the music 

Ha"ing considered why we sing and play at weddings, and the ways in which 
music expresses and supports the basic meanings of the liturgy of marriage 
and its various elements, it is now possible to move on to the more practical 
question of selecting the music that is to be used in the musical celebration 
of marriage. 

The planning process: The bride and groom most likely are more concerned 
with music that is special to the celebration of marriage, than with what is 
usually part of eucharistic celebrations in general. Often they will leave the 
choice of the "regular" liturgical music to the parish musician, or depend 
heavily on her for guidance regarding this. 

Good musical models: If the couple participate regularly in good liturgical 
celebrations on Sunday, they probabaly will readily accept the value and 
necessity of the regular liturgical music - and its congregational character. 
If they have been away from Church practice for a while, or if their Sunday 
worship experiences are not so good, education regarding this will have to 
be undertaken. 

Before and after the liturgy: Some of the special wedding music that the 
couple may suggest wi II be suitable for celebrations that precede and follow 
the marriage liturgy. These opportunities for musical expression may be 
pointed out to the couple in a positive way. 
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Places for special music: As already indicated, there are only a few places 
where special wedding music - often vocal solos - fit into the liturgy of 
marriage. Such music usually comes during the signing 'of the register 
which may take place following the prayer after communion. Some
times this type of music will also be sung just prior to the entrance proces
sion. 

Some basic criteria that may be applied to special wedding music are the 
following: 

o Will the proposed music enable the couple and the assembly to worship 
God? 

o Does it express the faith of the couple and the Ch u rch, praise God for the 
gifts of life, tell of God's love, or ask for God's blessing on this marriage? 

o Do the words carry any double meanings, or are they excessively cen
tered on the couple? 

o Can the sentiments expressed in the music be shared in by the assembly 
as a whole? 

o Is the music sufficiently beautiful as to be a worthy gift to this couple and 
to God? 

o Can the music be sung or played well by the persons involved? 

Specific lists of recommended music for the litu rgy of marriage are best left 
to specialized publications. Some of these are listed below. 

The musicians 

The local church community or liturgical assembly, including couple and 
priest, is the primary musician in the liturgy of marriage. 

The instrumental music during the gathering, the processions of bride and 
groom, and possibly at the preparation of the altar and gifts and the com
munion procession, may be played by the regular parish musicians or by 
friends of the couple - who will of course be well trained and well prepared 
- or shared by both. Guest musicians should realize in addition that it is an 
honor to accompany and enable the singing of the congregation. Solos are 
not their only contribution to the wedding. 

A leader of song and a cantor (often the same person) usually will also par
ticipate. Responsorial music, in which the cantor takes the more difficult 
parts and the assembly the easier ones, often facilitate the participation of 
guests who are not familiar with the parish's regular repertoire of liturgical 
music. 

The soloist, if there is one, should be helped to appreciate her ministerial 
role and the place of her contribution in the liturgy as a whole. 
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A musical liturgy 

It is important to move from thinking about "music at the wedding" to "the 
musical celebration of marriage." It is important also that the bride and 
groom experience good musical models, both of the Sunday eucharist and 
of the rite of marriage. Good music experiences of these liturgies is the best 
teacher, and will greatly facilitate the planning process. 

All of the music that helps make the liturgy of marriage musical speak of 
marriage at least indirectly. It is hoped that this will be explained to the bride 
and groom. 

A musical liturgy: Finally, it is worth recalling that the liturgy of marriage is 
musical even aside from the music properly so called. The whole liturgy has 
rhythm and dynamics: speech and silence, proclamation and response, 
dialogue. It is a dance and a love song throughout. 

Selected Reading 

Our Canadian ritual book, Marriage. Ritual and Pastoral Notes (Ottawa: 
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 1979) has a good section on 
music. 

An excellent resource, which is easily obtained: 

Mary Ann Simcoe, ed., Handbook of Church Music for Weddings, rev. ed. 
(Chicago: Liturgy Training Program 1985) 

Other useful publications: 

Music for Christian Weddings (Buffalo: Catholic Diocese of Buffalo 1983) 

Wedding Liturgy (Regina: Archdiocesan Liturgical Commission 1988) 

Wedding Music (Saint Paul: Archdiocese of Saint Paul, no date) 

The Celebration of Marriage for optional use in The United Church of 
Canada (Toronto: United Church of Canada 1986) 30-42 

Pastoral Music, October-November 1978 
A parish prepares for weddings - a liturgical model 
The wedding ceremony: unlimited opportunities 
Principles for weddings from history 
Some straight talk on the musical wedding 
Wedding music: an initial list 
Prevent headaches - start with parish guidelines 
The wedding band: packaging the folk wedding 
Music in parish worship: weddings 

Publications dealing with the preparation of the marriage liturgy in general 
also usually contain a section on music. A number of these are listed at the 
end of the next chapter. 
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Consultants 

The following individuals were generous in providing advice and assistance 
regarding music in the celebration of marriage. Their help is much appre
ciated. 

Mrs Kim Aldi, Edmonton, AB; Rev Murray J. Kroetsch, Ottawa, ON; Sr 
Dorothy Levandosky OSB, Calgary AB; Sr Joan Mormul, Winnipeg, MN; Mrs 
Margaret O'Connell, Red Deer AB; Mr Paul Tratnyek, Cambridge, ON; Bra 
Donatus Vervoort NDL, Edmonton AB. 

Bulletins for 1989 
After consultation with the Episcopal Commission for Liturgy and 
the National Council for Liturgy, these topics are planned for volume 
22 of the National Bulletin on Liturgy in 1989: 

Liturgies for Small Groups: Bulletin 116, March. Occasions arise 
when we wish to celebrate liturgically but when the official liturgies 
of the Church do not meet our needs and when we wish to create 
something new. This issue will suggest ways of going about this 
task, without becoming a book of complete liturgies. General principles, 
basic liturgical structures, how to compose prayers of different 
types, and related topics will be included. 

lectionary and Catechesis: Bulletin 117, June. The rite of Christian 
initiation of adults calls us to use the lectionary to form and inform 
new Christians - and those already baptized as well. Yet we are 
more at ease using catechisms than the Sunday by Sunday round of 
scripture readings. This issue will highlight ideas presented by The 
Rev. John Fitzsimmons, at the November 1988 national meeting of 
diocesan directors and chairpersons of liturgy. 

Non-verbal Dimensions of the Eucharist: Bulletin 118, September. 
Our liturgies speak volumes through their shape, dynamics, ministries, 
signs and symbols, movement, posture and gesture, music, beauty, 
architecture, and assembled people, even without the words that 
usually accompany these. In this issue we will concentrate on these 
non-verbal dimensions of the eucharistic liturgy. ' 

The Christian Funeral: Bulletin 119, December. This issue will contain 
a commentary on our fine new, revised rite of funerals. The reason 
this liturgy was revised, its new rites and pastoral notes, alternatives 
and options, as well as content, structure and ministry will all be 
discussed in depth. 

Each issue contains 64 pages. Subscriptions for 1989, from January 
to December (nos. 116-119), are $8.00 in Canada; $10.00 outside 
Canada. Send your cheque or money order to Publications Service, 
90 Parent Avenue, Ottawa, Ontario K1 N 7B1 Canada. 
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Good Liturgical 
Celebration 

Everyone wants the best possible liturgy of marriage. Achieving this, how
ever, is not always easy. Each wedding is different from the last - and that is 
as it should be. No single, simple, automatic formula will ever do, and the 
Church offers much opportunity for integrating the official rite and indi
vidual circumstances. 

Where to start: One of the necessary starting places for good liturgical cele
bration is the rite itself, plus the official introduction and pastoral notes that 
accompany it. In English Canada our ritual book is Marriage. Ritual and Pas
toral Notes (Ottawa: Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 1979). The 
pastoral notes are excellent, and the book itself is beautifully presented. 

Understand the rite: The second component is a thorough understanding of 
the liturgy of marriage, as presented in the first part of this issue. 

The persons involved: The final element concerns the specific persons and 
concrete context of the marriage: this couple, with their own faiths, per
sonalities, relationship, hopes, joys and fears; these families, this local 
Church community, these guests; this priest, this musician, these other 
ministers; this church building, this season, day and hour. 

Put it all together: The task is to integrate all of these elements so that the 
potential of the rite is expressed as fully as possible. Among other things, 
this requires that the various elements of the wedding liturgy be authentic, 
consistent with one another, and that they convey the shared convictions 
and expectations of the Church and of the couple. 

Before the Liturgy Begins 

Good celebration requires much preparation. Some is done immediately 
before the liturgy, but some has to be carried out much earlier. 

Weddings as parish celebrations 

Invite everyone: One thing that needs to be done by way of remote prepara
tion for all future weddings is to adopt the policy of announcing every 
wedding to the parish as a whole, and of inviting all parishioners to partic
ipate in every wedding liturgy. This will have a number of consequences, 
though it may take some years for these to become fully effective . 

• The concept that weddings are indeed celebrations of the local Church 
will be proclaimed and made common knowledge. 
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o The more parishioners that participate in weddings, the more effectively 
can hospitality be exercised toward guests. 

o Participation in the liturgy of marriage will be better. 

o Young Catholics will be able to grow up experiencing Catholic weddings 
as part of their normal liturgical diet. This will allow them to know and 
appreciate what a Catholic wedding liturgy is like when the time comes for 
them to plan their own. Young people should be actively encouraged to par
ticipate in parish weddings. 

Meeting with the couple 

Individual differences among couples present both challenges and oppor
tunities. Couples vary in the degree of involvement that they wish to have in 
the actual preparation of the marriage liturgy. Some are very keen, while 
others are passive, seem disinterested, or think that this is the priest's job. 

Inappropriate models: Those who do wish to be involved have often for
mulated their ideas of what the wedding liturgy should be long before they 
approach the parish priest. Unfortunately but understandably, often these 
ideas are based on movies and television and on a few experiences of 
friends' weddings, often in churches of other denominations. 

low priority: Others may give the liturgy a low priority in their overall wed
ding plans. All their energies may go into deciding whom to choose as 
attendants and whom to invite to the wedding, selecting special clothes, and 
in organizing the reception and banquet. 

Sunday eucharist: It is appropriate to ask couples to participate in the 
Sunday parish liturgy during their engagement, if this is not their regular 
practice. This will refresh their memories regarding the general shape and 
character of Catholic liturgical celebrations. In addition this will serve to 
reestablish their ties with the local Church community. Special efforts might 
be made to introduce them to parishioners. This suggestion assumes that 
the regular Sunday eucharistic liturgy in the parish is indeed a good model 
for them to experience, and that the parish community is a good experience 
of Church. 

What priorities? Couples may need to be asked to rethink their priorities. 
The liturgy should be the center and high point of the entire wedding, and 
not something extra, of less importance than the reception or other events. 

What values? The values that are expressed in the couples' thoughts about 
their wedding may also need to be challenged. It is a religious event and not 
simply a social affair. As equality and mutuality are important in married life, 
these qualities are also important in the marriage liturgy; it is not the bride's 
day alone. 

Commercialism and materialism are not worthy values either for the wedding 
or for the married life. It is neither necessary nor desirable to spend a great 
deal of money on the marriage liturgy or any other part of the wedding. 

Concepts of Church: When a couple becomes engaged and begin to think 
about their wedding, the last thing that may occur to them is thatthis will be 
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a celebration of the Church. Understandably, they will focus on their personal 
celebration and that of their families and friends. They may think of a 
celebration in the church, but not of the Church. 

New "is ion of the wedding: The engaged couple needs to be hel ped to move 
to a new vision of the liturgy of marriage. They need to be convinced that 
their wedding has to be a public, ecclesial event. 

o The church is not just any building, but a home - the home of the local 
Church family. 

o The wedding is a gift of this local Church to its sons and daughters, sisters 
and brothers, and the Church shares this gift through its presence and 
participation. 

o The wedding is also a gift of the couple to their mothers and fathers, 
brothers and sisters in the parish. 

Hospitality 

Warm and gracious hospitality needs to be extended by the parish to the 
couple. Couples who approach the Church regarding marriage need to be 
welcomed warmly, even if they have not been seen at the Sunday eucharist 
in some time. Their joy in becoming engaged needs to be celebrated and 
shared, and God should be thanked fortheir love and their good intentions. 
All this should come before getting down to the necessary rules, regulations 
and expectations of the Church. It is well to remember that they may be 
apprehensive at calling on the priest, and they should come to realize that 
they are with a friend, not an adversary. 

lE"angelization: The encounter of the couple with the Church that takes 
place when they are preparing for their marriage is a crucial time in estab
lishing or reestablishing their relationship with the Church. Often they have 
not been very active for some years, yet feel that their faith is still firm. A 
warm welcome can be very influential in promoting their church affiliation 
and practice; a cold reception can turn them away completely. 

Other forms of hospitality follow: The marriage preparation sessions should 
be friendly and welcoming, and hospitality will be exhibited in allowing the 
use of the church building, especially in making it beautiful forthe wedding. 
Hospitality will also be shown by the musicians whom the couple will 
consult, in all that goes into preparing the liturgy, in helping the couple 
prepare a participation aid, if needed, and at the time of the rehearsal. 

The couple also elttends hospitality toward the parish community by being 
glad at its participation, taking care of its home, the church building, and 
welcoming the help of its ministers. 

Guests are important: Both the parish and the couple extend hospitality to 
guests from outside the community at the time of the wedding. Guests are 
welcomed and helped to feel comfortable. Their participation is hoped for, 
and they are helped with participation aids and hymnals. The introduction to 
the rite of marriage makes a point of this. "Priests should show special 
consideration to those who take part in liturgical celebrations or hear the 
gospel only on the occasion of a wedding, either because they are not 
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Catholics, or because they are Catholics who rarely, if ever, take part in the 
eucharist or seem to have abandoned the practice of their faith. Priests are 
ministers of Christ's gospel to everyone" (n. 9). This, of course, applies also 
to the parish as a whole. 

Greeting and seating: When guests and parishioners arrive forthe marriage 
liturgy, they are greeted warmly and shown to their seats with grace and 
friendliness as well as reverence. The older custom of seating friends of the 
bride and groom, respectively, on separate sides of the church is very much 
out of step with our present rite of marriage, and should be discarded. Some 
front pews can be saved for the families, and perhaps also for children and 
physically handicapped guests. Otherwise, people should simply be seated 
so that pews are filled, starting from the front. 

Enabling participation 

Issue an im,itation: Many people who are invited to weddings do not expect 
to participate acti.vely, or do not know that they are invited to do so, or do not 
know how to participate in a Catholic wedding liturgy. An announcement 
needs to be made that the bride and groom want everyone to participate as 
actively as they can and as fully as they feel comfortable doing. This may be 
noted in the invitation itself, but certainly needs to be repeated just prior to 
the liturgy. This may either be stated in writing in the participation aid or in 
an oral invitation given by a member of the family or a minister. If there are 
limits on participation, for example with respect to sharing communion, this 
should be explained as gracefully as possible in the bulletin or orally by a 
family member or minister. 

The bulletin: What has already been referred to as "participation aid" is also 
known as order of service, bulletin, worship folder, or program. It lists the 
parts of the liturgy of marriage, gives necessary directions, and prints texts 
and music that the congregation needs to have. Model formats' and a 
detailed discussion of their contents2 may be found in recent publications. 
Copyright permission needs to be obtained for texts and music. 

The Liturgy of Marriage 

Tone and spirit: Several general considerations apply to the liturgy as a 
whole. Attention needs to be paid to the general tone and spirit of the liturgy 
of marriage as well as to more concrete matters. Liturgies of marriage some
times seem to exhibit less joy than other parts of the overall process of 
getting married, but - within limits - this need not be so. The tone, mood, 
and spirit of the wedding liturgy should be consistent with the message 

1 Paul Covino, Lawrence Madden, Elaine Rendler, and James Buscemi, Celebrating Marriage. 
Preparing the Wedding Liturgy, A Workbook for Engaged Couples (Washington: Pastoral 
Press 1987) 

2 Austin Fleming, Parish Weddings (Chicago: Liturgical Training Publications 1987) 
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proclaimed by the texts and non-verbal elements of the liturgy. This should 
also be true of the music that is chosen. 

Inclusive language: In addition, care needs to be taken to use language that 
is inclusive of women as well as of men throughout the liturgy. While it is 
appropriate to refer to "man and woman," it is preferable to pair "husband 
and wife" rather than saying "man and wife." Following principles enun
ciated by the bishops of Canada and the International Commission on 
English in the Liturgy, terms such as man, men and mankind may be 
replaced by more inclusive terms. 3 

Other important considerations are the use of flowers and other decora
tions, and the question of photography and photographers. The books 
quoted in footnotes 1 and 2 also contain excellent advice on these matters. 

Coming in 

Decisions have to be made regarding the form of entrance procession, the 
greeting, penitential rite, and opening prayer, and whether the Glory to God 
will be included. 

Greeting at the door: As considered above, the rite of marriage itself prefers 
that the priests and ministers go to greet the bride and groom and their 
family and attendants at the back or door of the church. The rubrics direct 
the priest to "meet the bride and bridegroom in a friendly manner, showing 
that the church shares their joy." All then process to the front of the church 
together, with the bride and groom coming last. Some parishes have 
commendably adopted a uniform policy that this form of entrance will 
always be used. 

The words of welcome spoken by the priest should be audible to everyone. 
This is not a private conversation but a liturgical action in which everyone 
participates by hearing what is said. 

Music: As already considered, instrumental music often will accompany the 
procession, and the opening song will follow. 

The places taken by the bride and groom, as well as by the priest, will visually 
indicate their special roles in the liturgy. This almost certainly means that 
the couple will sit apart from most or all of their attendants. 

Remainder of entrance rite: The ritual for English Canada has added a rubric 
not found (but certainly implied) in the Roman rite itself, "The introductory 
rites of the Mass continue as usual." Thus there will be the sign of the cross, 
apostolic greeting, personal greeting to all present, and the opening prayer. 

Glory to God: The Pastoral Notes add that the Glory to God (outside Advent 
and Lent) may also be used, but that is usually best to omit it due to the 
length of the entrance rites as a whole. The notes add, "as in any celebration, 
care needs to be taken that the introductory rites are not overemphasized in 
such a way that the liturgy of the word and the liturgy of the sacrament are 
overshadowed. " 

3 "Discriminating in our Language," National Bulletin on Liturgy, vol. 18, no 1 00 (September
October 1985) 219-228. 

237 



Penitential rite: Some commentators suggest that the penitential rite may be 
omitted on the principle that this is done if the eucharistic liturgy is imme
diately preceded by another liturgical action. Here the liturgical action in 
question is the greeting at the door and procession. Examples of such omis
sion of the penitential rite are when the liturgy of the hours, the reception of 
the children in the rite of baptism for children, and the reception of candi
dates in the rite of acceptance into the order of catechumens of the RCIA, 
precede the eucharist. 

Omitted in French: This is also the position taken in the marriage ritual used 
in French Canada, which states "Le rite penitential est omis a la messe de 
marriage." 

There is no pentiential rite in the second and third forms of the rite of 
marriage. 

If the penitential rite is used, it needs to be consistent with the remainder of 
the wedding liturgy. It often seems to be used with insufficient sensitivity to 
the occasion. The invitation to silent prayer needs to be worded appro
priatelyfor a wedding; the model texts in the sacramentary probably should 
not be used. It seems best to use the third form of the penitential rite, and to 
compose special verses for this litany that are appropriate for the occasion. 

Liturgy of the word 

Prepare the readings: The liturgy of the word requires considerable prepara
tion. The three readings need to be selected from the considerable number 
of passages proposed from the Old Testament, epistles and gospels. Other 
scripture readings may also be used if the couple so desire. Careful and 
considered selection of readings takes time. In addition, the psalm and the 
music for it also needs to be selected and practised. The gospel acclamation 
is also to be sung. If for some reason it is not sung, it is omitted. The priest 
may give a brief introduction to the readings. 

Views of women: Two of the scripture texts proposed for weddings are 
problematic because they can imply the inferiority of women and their natural 
subjection to men. The International Commission on English in the Liturgy 
has noted that "these ... reflect the culture in which they were composed or 
culturally conditioned theological argumentation. The problems that arise 
from such texts may in some cases be relieved by more careful translation; 
in other cases particular verses or entire pericopes may have to be deleted 
from liturgical use, and there is ample precedent for such selectively. 
Another possible solution is careful explanation of the texts."4 

o The two texts in question in the context of weddings are Ephesians 5: 2a, 
21-33, and 1 Peter 3: 1-9. I n both cases new translations might be sought, the 
preaching will attend to this matter, or alternative texts may be chosen. 

Ample time for silent reflection will be provided following the first and 
second readings and after either the gospel or the homily. 

4 "Statement: The Problem of Exclusive Language with Regard to Women," published in 1980 
by the International Commission on English in the Liturgy in its publication entitled Eucharistic 
Prayers. 
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The homily also needs to be planned, and this is best done in collaboration 
with the couple. The rubrics state that the priest "speaks about the mystery 
of Christian marriage, the dignity of wedded love, the grace of the sacrament 
and the responsibilities of married people, keeping in mind the circum
stances of this particular marriage" (n. 49). The homily should be engaging, 
helpful, and not too long. 

The ministry of the reader is of great importance in this part of the wedding 
liturgy. A poor or unprepared reader will fail to proclaim the message of 
God's word as it is meant to be done. The word will fail to be real proclama
tion and fail to elicit the response of faith of the couple and the assembly. In 
addition, because the liturgy of the word is such a large part of the overall 
wedding liturgy, a poor reader will make the liturgy boring, dull and a poor 
human experience. If at all possible, one of the experienced readers of the 
parish should perform this ministry. If a guest reader is used, he or she 
should be rehearsed with a parish minister. 

The sound system: The reader should practice with the sound system as it 
will operate during the wedding. Inexperienced readers often do not know 
how to use microphones at all.ln addition these differ from church to church 
so that even experienced guests readers need to practise with them. 

The bride and groom have dual roles in the liturgy of the word. They are the 
ministers of the marriage, and as well special hearers and celebrants of the 
word of God. 

The rite of marriage 

Decisions have to be made regarding the text of the blessing of rings and 
regarding the general intercessions. A decision has to be made also whether 
the third preliminary question, regarding children, is to be retained or 
deleted. An adaptation will have to be made if only one ring is to be used. 
However, two rings are much to be preferred. Finally, the introductory 
address of the priest may be composed if desired. 

General intercessions: The couple should participate in the composition of 
the general intercessions. These should be presented by a lay person, but 
one who is an experienced and practiced reader. 

Sample general intercessions are presented in the Canadian marriage ritual, 
and in several wedding preparation resources. A text that is particularly 
good in its outward looking character is the following: 

Friends of Christ, 
in the midst of our joy 
let us also pray for this broken world. 

For all people in their daily life and work; 
for our families, friends, neighbors, 
and for all whose lives touch ours. 

For this holy fellowship of faith 
in which we seek your grace; 

For the world, the nation, and this community, 
in which we work for justice, freedom, and peace. 
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For the just and proper just of your creation; 
for the victims of hunger, injustice, and oppression. 

For all who are in danger, sorrow, or any kind of trouble; 
for those who minister to the sick, the friendless, and the needy. 

For those who have suffered the loss of child or parent, 
husband or wife; 

For those to whom love is a stranger. 

Most gracious God, 
you have made us in your own image 
and given us over to one another's care. 
Hear the prayers of your people, 
that unity may overcome division, 
hope vanquish despair, 
and joy conquer sorrow. 
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. AMEN.5 

Where to stand: One of the most important matters to plan is where the 
couple, priest and attendants will stand. Attendants will not distract the 
congregation from the couple, and at most the two official witnesses will 
stand near the bride and groom, though even this is not required. Others will 
be to the side or in the front pews. One of the witnesses wi II usually have the 
ring. Before the liturgy it is well for the priest to ask to see the ring to make 
sure that it has not been forgotten. 

Visible to all: The bride and groom should be clearly visible to the congrega
tion. They will face the congregation at least partly; in any case their backs 
should not be toward the congregation. This means that the priest, as he has 
to face the couple, may have his back at least partly toward the congrega
tion. The congregation needs to see not only the faces of the bride and 
groom, but also their joined hands. Thus the priest will not stand where he 
will obstruct this view. 

Joining hands: After the priest invites the couple to join their right hands, he 
should pause and let them do this deliberately and solemnly. The bride and 
groom then will be standing so that they are partly facing each other and 
partly facing the congregation. Their joined hands will be visible to the 
congregation. 

Being heard: The priest and the bride and the groom all need to be heard by 
the congregation. This cannot be overemphasized. As brides and grooms 
usually are not used to or are too nervous to remember to project their 
voices, they will need to use a microphone. Thus there needs to be a good 
standing microphone that will pick up both voices, or both bride and groom 
need to wear portable microphones. The use of these microphones should 
be an important part of the rehearsal, especially as many couples will not 
have had much experience with them. 

Helping with the vows: The priest needs to be heard when he says parts that 
are properly his. However, if he helps the couple with their vows by saying 

5 A Christian Celebration of Marriage. An Ecumenical Liturgy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press 
1987) 
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each line at a time, his voice should not be audible - just theirs. Preferably, 
the priest can also help the couple with the vows simply by holding the ritual 
book so that they can read from it. 

Exchanging rings: The text said when the couple exchange rings also needs 
to be heard by all. The actual putting of the rings on each other's fingers 
should take place in the full view of the congregation. Again, the priest may 
hold the book so that the couple may read from it. 

Many languages: The Canadian ritual of marriage contains the consent 
(vows) and formula forthe exchange of rings not only in English, but also in 
Chinese, Dutch, French, German, Greek, Hungarian, Italian, Polish, 
Portuguese, Spanish and Ukrainian. This is not only to avoid legal problems, 
but to exercise hospitality at this central part of the wedding liturgy. 

Children and handicapped: Because all stand during the entire rite of mar
riage, it may be difficult for children and those who have to remain seated 
(elderly or infirm persons, persons in wheelchairs, etc.) to see during this 
part of the liturgy. Children may be invited to stand in front of the first pew. 
Others should be seated near the front as they arrive. 

Liturgy of the eucharist 

Decisions have to be made regarding the prayers over the gifts, the preface, 
the eucharistic prayer, and the prayer after communion. The invitation to the 
Lord's Prayer may be composed, and brief invitations may be inserted by the 
priest before the preface and after communion. 

Music: There are also a number of opportunities for music: the procession 
with the gifts, Holy, holy, memorial acclamation, great Amen, Lamb of God, 
communion or postcommunion song. 

Bread and wine: It also has to be decided if the bride and groom will bring up 
the gifts of bread and wine. They could also receive the bread and wine from 
other persons who bring these gifts, and then pass them to the priest. This 
gives them some role in this part of the liturgy, without involving a great deal 
of movement on their part. 

Eucharistic prayer 

The priest is preslderforthe eucharistic prayer, and the bride and groom will 
not stand at the altar with the priest. If they have been seated in front of the 
altar up to this point, they will have to move to one side. However, they 
should still have a prominent place, and of course they will participate fully 
in the congregational parts of the eucharistic prayer. 

Stand to pray: Though local custom will govern this point, it is highly appro
priate for all to stand throughout the entire eucharistic prayer. 

Nuptial blessing and communion 

Decisions have to be made regarding the texts of the nuptial blessing and 
prayer after communion, and regarding music to be used at communion. 
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The nuptial blessing begins with an invitation to pray, and ample time 
should be provided for silent prayer. Only then does the priest proceed. 
Even though lengthy, this prayer should not be rushed. Of course it will be 
audible to all present. 

Where to stand: At this point the priest and couple's position must again be 
considered. The bride and groom will face the priest, and may stand with 
their backs to the congregation, with the priest facing the congregation. 
Alternatively, both priest and couple may stand so that thei r sides are to the 
cong regation. 

The sign of peace is of particular importance in the wedding liturgy, but it 
should not become undignified. 

Communion from the cup will be offered to those who commune, and the 
bride and groom will share communion first. Lay communion ministers may 
assist at communion. 

Going Forth 

Signing the register: As the liturgy of marriage draws to a conclusion, the 
question arises of when and where to sign the required legal documents. 
Based on movies and television, some couples place exaggerated impor
tance on this aspect of the wedding. Some have seen them signed on the 
altar. Others may have seen the bridal party retire to the sacristy to sign them 
in private. 

Ch,iI documents: It needs to be remembered that these are primarily civil 
documents, not those of the Church. They are not taken into account at all 
by the rite of marriage. Thus the signing cannot constitute more than a 
minor element in the wedding liturgy as a whole. It is quite inappropriate to 
sign them on the altar. 

Sign in public: As the civil dimension of the marriage liturgy cannot and 
need not be dismissed and need not be hidden - the priest is after all acting 
as a civil official as well as a minister of the Church - the signing of the 
documents in public in the church is not inappropriate. This may be done 
following the prayer after communion and before the concluding rite, in the 
usual place for announcements. A table placed for this purpose may be 
used, and the Signing should not take much time. 

Sign after leaving: A good alternative is to sign the documents in the narthex 
or foyer of the church immediately after the bride and groom process out. 
This assumes that the priest and official witnesses are also there at that time. 

Final procession: After the final solemn blessing, the bride and groom link 
arms and process to the back of the church. This often is much more in
formal in tone than the entrance procession. They can smile, speak to 
people, and need not keep time to the music, which most likely will be 
instrumental. There will probably not be congregational singing at the end 
of the liturgy. 

Hospitality: Finally, it is entirely appropriate - and a good practice - forthe 
bride and groom to exercise hospitality to their guests and liturgical assem
bly as people leave the nave of the church. 
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Second and Third Forms 

Much of what has been said about the first form of the liturgy of marriage 
also applies to the second and third forms, when the eucharist is not cele
brated - except for matters that directly pertain to the eucharist and 
communion. 

There are two textual differences. There is no penitential rite at the begin
ning, and the nuptial blessing immediately follows the intentions of the 
general intercessions; the priest's usual concluding prayer for the general 
intercessions is omitted. The Lord's Prayer follows, and then the final 
blessing and dismissal. 

Insert a song: The close proximity of the nuptial blessing and the final bless
ing presents a difficulty; the liturgy seems to end too quickly. One way to 
alleviate this problem is to insert a congregational song or a solo between 
the two blessings. 

Ministers of other Churches may participate if the bride or the groom is from 
their community. They may proclaim one of the readings, share in the 
homily, present some of the petitions of the general intercessions, lead the 
Lord's Prayer, or pronounce a final blessing.6 

Selected Reading 

Two recent publications are of special value. The first is addressed to 
engaged couples, the second to parish ministers concerned with weddings. 

Paul Covino, Lawrence Madden, Elaine Rendler, and James Buscemi, Cele
brating Marriage. Preparing the Wedding Liturgy. A Workbook for Engaged 
Couples (Washington: Pastoral Press 1987) 

Austin Fleming, Parish Weddings (Chicago: Liturgical Training Publica
tions 1987) 

Other helpful resources: 

Chris Aridas, Your Catholic Wedding (Garden City: Doubleday 1982) 

James T. Burtchaell, A Curious Tradition: Marriage Among Christians 
(Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press 1977) 

Celebrating our Love. Liturgical Resources for Preparing and Celebrating 
Marriage (Ottawa: Novalis 1980) 

Joseph M. Champlin, Together for Life (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press 1972) 

Jeremy Harrington, Your Wedding. Planning Your Own Ceremony (Cinci
natti: St Anthony Messenger Press 1974) 

6 See Pastoral Guidelines for Interchurch Marriage Between Anglicans and Roman Catholics 
in Canada, authorized by the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops and the House of 
Bishops of the Anglican Church of Canada (Ottawa: Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
1987). page 13. 
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William J. Peters, What Your Wedding Can Be (St Meinrad: Abbey Press 
1980) 

When Christians Marry (Saint Paul: Archdiocese of Saint Paul 1983) 

Issues of Periodicals on Marriage: 

Modern Liturgy, vol. 2, no. 4 (April 1975) 
Priorities in planning your wedding 
The symbols of marriage 
Celebrating marriage as a sacrament 
Beginning today 
Before those chapel bells ring 
The blessing of an engagement 
On suitable music for weddings 

Modern Liturgy, vol. 12, no. 3 (April 1985) 
Creative approaches to the wedding celebration 
Getting wedding guests to dance 
Bring the Word to life - dramatically 
Help the couple choose appropriate music 
A wedding prayer 
Hospitality in the wedding liturgy 

Liturgy (Washington, D.C.), vol. 4, no. 2 (Spring 1984) 
The love that unites us 
The need for ritual practice 
The four elements of love 
Marriage as an inclusive symbol 
The lectionary for weddings 
With good luck and good fortune 
A history of Christian marriage 
The sacrament of civil righteousness 
Faith and the right of marry 
A service of Christian marriage 
The procession into the kingdom 
The nurturing of marital life 
The threat of death, the gift of life 
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Looking to the Future 

Though our present rite of marriage has a depth and profundity that we are 
still learning to appreciate, it has not yet fulfilled all the promise and direc
tion proposed by Vatican Council II's Constitution on the Liturgy. Further
more, both the Council and the rite itself have issued an invitation to us 
regarding this liturgy to which we have not yet responded. 

Praiseworthy local customs: Quoting the Council of Trent, Vatican Council 
II said, "If any regions follow other praiseworthy customs and ceremonies 
when celebrating the sacrament of marriage, the Council earnestly desires 
that by all means these be retained." It went on, "Moreover, the (episcopal 
conference) is free to draw up ... its own rite, suited to the usages of place 
and people." The only restriction was that "the rite must always conform to 
the law that the priest assisting at the marriage must ask for and obtain the 
consent of the contracting parties."1 

Adaptation in for~o1 content: The introduction to the rite of marriage 
again states-that even when the basic Roman rite is used, it may be adapted 
to be "suitable forthe customs and needs of individual areas" (no. 12). Texts 
may be adapted or added (no. 13), rearranged or omitted (no. 14), symbols 
may be added or substituted (no. 15), and non-Christian elements may be 
added (no. 16). 

A modelliiurgy: Thus the 1969 Roman rite of marriage was never intended to 
be imposed as a uniform practice on the universal Church. Instead it was 
presented as a model liturgy, to be adapted - or completely replaced - as 
best fits the needs of individual countries. 

Contemporary adaptations: The Church in Ireland and in the French and 
German speaking regions took advantage of this opportunity and intro
duced a number of additions or modifications of the rite immediately after 
the new Latin text became available. In the United States the medieval Eng
lish formula of consent, preserved in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, 
was made available as an option. 

Twenty years experience: Canada did not take advantage of th is invitation of 
the Council and the rite, but instead put its creative energies into the prep
aration of the excellent Pastoral Notes that we now have. This situation 
allows us now, after almost twenty years, to evaluate our own liturgical and 
pastoral practices and needs with respect to the marriage liturgy. It also 
permits us to see what other countries and regions have done by way of 
adaptation, and how these have worked out in practice. We can learn from 
countries (for example, England and Wales,2 and the German speaking 

1 Constitution on the Liturgy, no. 77. Quoted in the Introduction to the Rite of Marriage, 
no. 17. 

2 Christopher Walsh, "The Revision of the marriage rite," Liturgy (London) 10 (June-July 
1986) 180-202; Ch ristopher J. Walsh, "Revision of the marriage rite - a second report," Liturgy 
(London) 11 (April-May 1987) 145-153. 
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regions) that are preparing further adaptations at the present time. In addi
tion, scholarly studies and theological reflections on marriage and its cele
bration continue to appear. 

Incomplete implementation: Finally, we may question if the two basic direc
tives of the Council have been fully implemented in the present rite of mar
riage. These are that the liturgy "clearly [signify] the grace of the sacrament 
and [impart] a knowledge of the obligations of spouses," and that the nuptial 
blessing - and surely other texts as well - "remind both spouses of their 
equal obligations to remain faithful to each other." The rite can be improved 
in both respects.3 

To facilitate discussion: These considerations suggest that ways of improv
ing and enriching the liturgy of marriage be explored, should the Canadian 
Church wish to move in this direction. Some possibilities are presented here 
to aid discussion of this matter.4 

Improved Shape 

The first area of potential improvement has to do with the overall shape of 
the marriage liturgy and the position of individual elements. 

The Nuptial Blessing 

The first area of potential enrichment of the marriage liturgy concerns the 
position of the nuptial blessing when the eucharist is celebrated. At present 
it is placed after the Lord's Prayer, some distance away from the rest of the 
marriage rite. There is a long history behind this practice, but it no longer 
seems helpful to the rite as a whole. 

After the general intercessions: The logic of the rite strongly suggests that 
the nuptial blessing follow the general intercessions, as it does when there is 
no eucharist (the second and third forms of the rite). This in fact is done in 
the German speaking regions at the present time. 5 Not only does it make the 
three rites uniform in this regard, but it makes the "dialogue" between the 
consent (vows) and blessing more clear and heightens the unity of these two 
major parts of the rite. 

Address and questions 

The position of the initial address of the priest and the three preparatory 
questions is also problematic. Historically, these derive from a separate 

3 Constitution on the Liturgy, nos. 77, 78. 

4 Enrichment of the present rite of marriage is considered at length by Kenneth W. Stevenson, 
To Join Together. The Rite of Marriage (New York: Pueblo 1987) 165-235. See also Bernard 
Cooke, ed., Christian Marriage (Alternative Futures for Worship, vol. 5) (Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press 1987). 

5 Die Feier der Trauung in den katholischen Bistumern des deutschen Sprachgebietes 
(Einsiedeln - Koln: Benziger and others 1975). 
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liturgy, that of betrothal. This preceded the marriage itself by some period of 
time. By their nature, questions regarding freedom, intention and basic 
understanding of marriage are preparatory in nature, preceding the actual 
celebration of the sacrament. 

Giving voice to the couple: Furthermore, these elements are "introductory" 
in nature, as they function, in part, to allow the couple to introduce them
selves to the assembly. While the priest has already introduced them -
directly or indirectly - to the assembly in his greeting at the door, the ques
tions give voice to the couple themselves. 

Future and present tense: Some confusion also may arise because the 
second question, regarding intention, and the marriage consent (vows) 
themselves are similar in wording. ("Will you honor each other as man and 
wife for the rest of your lives?" "I will love you and honor you all the days of 
my life.") They differ mainly in the tense of the verbs, with the intention using 
the future and the consent (vows) using the present. This is a subtle point for 
participants to catch. 

Before the liturgy of the word: In order to better respect the nature of this 
part of the rite, therefore, and to lessen confusion between intention and 
promise, it has been suggested that this element immediately precede the 
liturgy of the word, instead of following the homily. The Book of Alternative 
Services of the Anglican Church of Canada,6 for example, places the 
address and questions regarding freedom prior to the liturgy of the word, 
though the question of intention still follows the homily. A Christian Cele
bration of Marriage. An Ecumenical Liturgy? places all of this introductory 
material before the liturgy of the word. 

Increased Participation 

Another area of possible enrichment would be to increase the participation 
of family, congregation, and the couple themselves. 

Families, couple and congregation: At present the families of the bride and 
groom are totally neglected in the rite, though in practice their obviously 
important role in most marriages is recognized in an unoffical and non-litur
gical manner. However, it would seem well to recognize them liturgically as 
well. Likewise, the assembly and even the couple might be given a more 
active role. 

Affirming questions: In the Book of Alternative Services of the Anglican 
Church of Canada, the following questions are asked just before the couple 
exchange their vows. 

To Family: Do you, members of the families of Nand N, give your blessing 
to this marriage? WE DO. 

To All: You are the witnesses to these vows now being made. Will you 
do all in your power to support and uphold this marriage? 
WE WILL. 

6 (Toronto: Anglican Book Centre 1985). 

7 Prepared by the Consultation on Common Texts. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press 1987). 
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Similar questions are included in A Christian Celebration of Marriage. An 
Ecumenical Liturgy, but in this case they are placed before the liturgy of the 
word. In the new draft marriage liturgy of the Presbyterian Church in 
Canada,s the following question is placed after the exchange of rings. 

The marriage of Nand N creates a new family, 
and a new relationship with each of you. 
Will you give them your blessing, 
pray for them, 
and support them 
with the love and freedom they need? I WILL. 

Prayer of the couple: Finally, the Irish rite of marriage9 includes a "prayer of 
the newly married couple" following the exchange of rings; alternatively it 
may come before or after the prayer after communion. Though a text is 
given, another text may be composed or chosen. The couple say this prayer 
together. 

We thank you, Lord, 
and we praise you 
for bringing us 
to this happy day. 

You have given us to each other. 
Now, together, we give ourselves to you. 

We ask you, Lord: 
make us one in our love; 
keep us one in your peace. 

Protect our marriage. 
Bless our home. 
Make us gentle. 
Keep us faithful. 

And when life is over 
unite us again 
where parting is no more 
in the kingdom of your love. 

There we will praise you 
in the happiness and peace 
of our eternal home. Amen. 

Prayer of the couple and parents: Another Irish prayer, found only in the 
Gaelic edition, is a litany in which bride and groom and their parents take 
part. The congregation adds a constant response, "King of kings and God of 
aiL" 

Priest: Let us pray. As at the wedding that Christ the King attended in 
Can a, we ask him to bless these children as he blessed them in 
Galilee. 

8 Worship for the Way. Prayers and Services for the Life Journey (Toronto: The Presbyterian 
Church in Canada 1988). 

9 The Celebration of Marriage - Gnas An Phosta approved for use in Ireland (Dublin: Veritas 
Publications 1980). The Gaelic version contains material not found in the English version. 

248 



Bride: Jesus, Son of Mary, bless us. 

Groom: Be with us on our way and at the end of our lives. 

Bride: Be with us at the awakening and closing of our days. 

Groom: Go before us and with us to the end of time. 

Bride: Bless us, heart and mind. 

Groom: Bless, body and soul. 

Bride: Bless us, heart and soul. 

Groom: Our hearts and our souls, we give to you each day. 

Priest: 

Father of the bride: 
The gift of health to you. 
The gift of sons and daughters. 
The gift of good land to you. 

Mother of the bride: 
The gift of love to you. 
The gift of fidelity to you. 
The gift of heaven to you. 

Father of the groom: 
Blessings of goodness to you. 
Blessings of the land to you. 
Blessings of the saints to you. 

Mother of the groom: 
May every day be good to you. 
Never a bad day to you. 
Honour and respect to you. 
Everyone's love to you. 

Lord Almighty, look down on your servants N. and N., who 
are joined together in marriage today and may they, as a sign 
of their love, honor you always. This is our prayer, through 
Christ our Lord. AMEN. 

Other possible additions 

Reminder of baptism: The German liturgy of marriage contains another 
element that seems worthy of consideration. It is the sprinkling the bride and 
groom and all present with blessed water as a reminder of baptism. This is 
done as part of the greeting of the couple and families at the door of the 
church, and is an option, to be done "where possible." Certainly some way 
of reinforcing the relation of marriage to baptism would be welcome. 

The liturgy and the home: In Ireland a cross of Saint Bride (Bridget) is 
blessed near the end of the liturgy, and given to the bride to be taken home. 
The German liturgical commission is considering similar ways of making 

249 



connections between the liturgy of marriage and the couple's home. 10 For 
example, just before the final solemn blessing, a picture of Christ or a cross 
or a picture of Mary might be blessed and then taken by the couple to their 
new home. 

The liturgy and the banquet: To make a connection between the wedding 
liturgy and the festivities that follow, the German liturgists suggest that salt, 
bread, and a cup of wine might be blessed just before the final blessing and 
then taken to the banquet that follows the church service. 

Enriched Texts 

A second area of possible improvement is that of the texts of the rite of 
marriage themselves. Ireland especially has made important contributions 
in this regard, as has the ritual used in French Canada. 11 

Greeting and family and guests: Following the entrance procession, the 
French Canadian rite provides four short addresses to be used by the priest 
in greeting the family and friends of the couple. These also incorporate a 
brief teaching regarding the nature of Christian marriage and hence to a 
considerable extent replace the address that now introduces the rite of 
marriage in the narrow sense. This ritual also provides an additional four 
opening prayers, and a graceful invitation to this prayer: 

Pour exprimer notre desir 
que Dieu so it present a notre celebration 
et pour lui etre nous-memes presents, 
unissons-nous dans la priere. 

Connecting word and marriage: The French Canadian rite also provides 
three brief alternative introductory sentences to the rite of marriage, two of 
which refer to the word of God that has just been proclaimed and preached. 
The third has a reference to the Holy Spirit. 

Three different introductory addresses of the priest are provided in the Irish 
ritual for marriage; one is an adaptation of the text given in the Roman rite. 
The other two are longer and provide ample and graceful statements of the 
nature of Christian marriage; one is more abstract and the other more 
personal. 

The questions: While two of the Irish address formularies include the three 
questions of the Roman rite of marriage, one simply concludes by asking, 
"Is this your understanding of marriage?" The couple respond, "It is," and 
there are no further introductory questions. 

10 Information provided by Rev. Dr. ArturWeibel ofthe Internationale Arbeitsgemeinschaft der 
liturgischen Kommissionen im deutschen Sprachgebiet. 

11 Rituel du Mariage (Ottawa: Conference des Eveques Catholiques du Canada 1973. 1983) 
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Invitation to the consent: The French Canadian ritual provides two different 
sets of questions, and four brief invitations to the consent (vows). Before the 
consent, however, there is a graceful text to invite the couple to join hands: 

N. et N., donnez-vous la main (droite) 
en signe d'amour et de don mutuel. 

New vows: The Irish ritual provides four formulas for the consent (vows), 
none of which are those provided in the Roman rite; all use a version of the 
medieval English formula. In addition to new wording and greater variety, 
two of the formularies express the mutuality of marriage especially well. For 
example: 

Groom: N., do you consent to be my wife? 

Bride: I do. Do you N., consent to be my husband? 

Groom: I do. 
I take you as my wife 
and I give myself to you as your husband -

Bride: I take you as my husband 
and I give myself to you as your wife -

Both: - to love each other truly 
for better, for worse, 
for richer, for poorer, 
in sickness and in health, 
till death do us part. 

Four formulas of consent are also provided in the French Canadian ritual, as 
well as two formulas for the exchange of rings and four prefaces for mar
riage; there is also a eucharistic prayer for marriage. Three additional 
prayers after communion are provided, and three new solemn blessings. 

The nuptial blessing 

The nuptial blessing needs to be reconsidered from several points of view. 
First, there could simply be greater variety. Ireland has added one additional 
text, whereas there is a total of six blessings in the rite used in French 
Canada. 

In the berekah style: In addition, they might profit being more closely 
modeled after the eucharistic prayer, using the form of prayer called 
berekah. This begins by blessing God, that is giving praise and thanks to 
God, and telling of God's mighty acts of love and deliverance through 
history. Such a prayer would also invoke the transforming and sanctifying 
presence of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, the nuptial blessing might well 
incorporate periodic congregational acclamations. Finally, the couple 
might join hands again during the blessing. 

The Holy Spirit: At present, our nuptial blessings are primarily prayers of 
petition, and completely neglect the Holy Spirit. Though the role of the Spirit 
has been recovered in most of our post-conciliar liturgies, this is not the 
case with respect to marriage. This is a serious weakness. 
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IEquality and mutuality: Though Vatican Council II called for wedding texts 
to indicate equality and mutuality, two of ourthree nuptial blessings are still 
basically prayers for the bride. References to the husband have been added, 
but they seem awkward and inconsistent with the general thrust of the 
prayer. This lack needs to be attended to. 

The biblical images in our present nuptial blessings are primarily those of 
Genesis chapters 1 and 2, and Ephesians 5. These of course are very impor
tant. However, other images could be incorporated as well, including the 
famous married couples of the Old Testament. 

An Irish blessing: One of the new Irish nuptial blessings is an improvement 
in several of these respects: 

Father, from you every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. 
You made us. 
You made all that exists. 
You made man and woman like yourself in their power 
to know and love. 
You call them to share life with each other, saying 

"It is not good for [us] to be alone." 
(You bless them with children to give new life to your people, 

telling them, "Increase and multiply, and fill the earth.") 
We call to mind the fruitful companionship of Abraham, 

our father in faith, and his wife Sarah. 
We remember how your guiding hand brought Rebecca and Isaac 

together, 
and how through the lives of Jacob and Rachel you prepared 

the way for your kingdom. 
Father, you take delight in the love of husband and wife, 
that love which hopes and shares, heals and forgives. 
We ask you to bless N. and N. as they set out on their new life. 
Fill their hearts with your holy Spirit, the Spirit of understanding, 

joy, fortitude and peace. 
Strengthen them to do your will, and in the trials of life 

to bear the cross with Christ. 
May they praise you during the bright days, and call on you 

in times of trouble. 
(May their children bring them your blessing, and give glory 

to your name.) 
Let their love be strong as death, 

a fire that floods cannot drown, 
a jewel beyond all price. 

May their life together give witness to their faith in Christ. 
May they see long and happy days, 
and be united forever in the kingdom of your glory. 
We ask this through Christ our Lord. AMEN. 

Another teltt, published only in Gaelic, contains rich biblical imagery 
throughout. A portion is as follows. 

Lord, bless them [the couple] as you blessed 
Abraham and Sarah, 
Isaac and Rebecca, 
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Zachary and Elizabeth, 
Joachim and Anna. 

Protect them, Lord, as you protected 
Noah from the deluge, 
the three from the fiery furnace, 
Isaac from sword, 
and the people of Moses from slavery in Egypt. 

New Liturgies 

Another area of enrichment concerns the preparation of new liturgies for 
occasions not now celebrated. 

Betrothal liturgies 

For the newly engaged: One of these occasions is the engagement or be
trothal of a couple. An engagement rite would celebrate an important 
moment in the life of young Christians and, as a liturgy of the local Church, 
would give a public expression to their love from an early point. It could be 
celebrated in the home as well as in church, on a weekday or on Sunday. 
Family and friends, as well as representatives of the community at large, 
would participate, though it need not be presided over by the priest. It would 
recognize that a significant stage has been reached in their relationship, but 
would have to be open as well to the possibility that the engagement might 
be broken off. Such is the nature of engagements, and no onus should be 
attached to this. 

Engagement and the RCIA: An engagement liturgy would be significant 
from another point of view as well. Some are now appreciating that ap
proaching marriage has much in common with approaching baptism. The 
actual celebration of the sacrament is preceded by a period of preparation 
or journeying, during which an older married couple might well walk with 
the couple as sponsor, teacher, example and companion. By analogy to the 
rite of Christian initiation of adults, then, an engagement rite would be 
parallel to the rite of admission into the order of catechumens. It would 
recognize that a critical stage has been reached in the journey, would 
recognize this publicly, and allow the local Church community to embrace 
and support the couple as the journey continues. Both the Canadian ritual 
for marriage12 and our Book of Blessings13 contain suggested prayers for 
engaged couples, but this need still deserve additional thought. 

Informal liturgies: Consideration of the RCIA would also indicate the 
advisability of small, less formal, liturgies throughout the period of engage-

12 Marriage. Ritual and Pastoral Notes (Ottawa: Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 
1979) Appendix I. 

13 A Book of Blessings (Ottawa: Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 1981) 65-68. 
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ment. At the very least engaged couples could be mentioned regularly in the 
general intercessions at the Sunday eucharist. The appendix to the Cana
dian ritual contains many fine prayers. 

Anniversaries 

Wedding anniversaries could be given greater liturgical attention. At present 
there are special masses for anniversaries in general and for the twenty-fifth 
and fiftieth anniversaries. In addition, the Book of Blessings contains special 
texts for a wedding anniversary. However, other prayers, such as special 
blessings, might also be considered. 

Renewal of \lOws: Some other Churches have liturgies that are not just 
simple anniversaries, but in which there is also a renewal of marriage vows. 
For example, the Book of Worship of the United Church of Christ 14 contains 
the following: 

N., I am blessed to be your wife/husband, 
and I promise anew 
to love and sutai n you 
in the covenant of marriage, 
in sickness and in health, 
in plenty and in want, 
in joy and in sorrow, 
as long as we both shall live. 

The minister responds: 

Those whom God has joined together let no one separate. 
N. and N., you have spoken again your covenant love. 
God grant you grace 
to fulfill in your life together 
the solemn promises you made 
in the springtime of your love 
and renewed today 
in the presence of the church. 

Liturgy and Marriage Preparation 

An additional area in which there is a need for further thought and improved 
pastoral practice, is the relationship between the rite of marriage and the 
process of preparing couples for marriage. It is widely acknowledged that 
some kind of preparation is much needed today, in part simply because of 
the importance of marriage. 

Much need for preparation: In addition, however, we are aware of the 
pressures that contemporary society places on young married couples, and 

14 (New York: United Church of Christ 1986). 

254 



of the high frequency of marital discord and of marriage breakdown. Today 
there is also a better understanding of the human dynamics of falling in love 
and getting married, and an appreciation that some couples are not close to 
the Church and that some spouses are from other Christian (or other) 
traditions. 

The riie of marriage iiself refers to preparation. "The bridal couple should be 
given a review of the fundamentals of Christian doctrine. This may include 
instruction on the teachings about marriage and the family, on the rites used 
in the celebration of the sacrament itself, and on the prayers and readings." 
In addition, "Priests should first of all strengthen and nourish the faith of 
those about to be married, for the sacrament of matrimony presupposes and 
demands faith"15 

IEltcelieni preparaiion programs have been developed and are in use in 
many parishes and dioceses. In addition to the theology of marriage, they 
often deal with understanding oneself and one's relationship with the 
partner, roles of husband and wife in marriage, how to resolve conflict, life 
style, values and finances, sexuality, responsible parenthood, and related 
topics. Psychological maturity, attitudes and faith development are also 
assessed. 

All of ihis is eltcelleni and a real contribution, and the preparation is often 
conducted in a prayerful spirit. The process generally concludes with a brief 
study of the rite of marriage and the actual preparation of the marriage 
liturgy. 

Serious deficiency: From a liturgical point of view, such preparation pro
grams - whatever their other merits - are seriously deficient. They do not 
really take the rite of marriage seriously; it is not an integral or central com
ponent of the preparation process, but is added on at the end. This has a 
number of detrimental consequences. 

The planning process: One concern is at the practical level. Some couples 
start to plan their wedding from the day of their engagement, and unless 
they get some help from the Church, their ideas will be based on movies and 
television, the memories of their parents and grandparents, and perhaps the 
experience of attending a few weddings of friends, often in other denomina
tions. This can lead to tensions when they cometo deal with the liturgies and 
liturgical expectations of the Catholic Church. The earlier the Church enters 
into their thinking about the wedding, the better. 

Is ihe riie imporiani? There are other concerns as well. By leaving the liturgy 
to the end, a message may be communicated that the rite is not as important 
to the wedding or to marriage as other matters. There may be an unspoken 
implication that the marriage liturgy pertains just to the act of getting 
married, and not to married life. The liturgy may even be seen as a minor part 
of the process of getting married. 

Is ihe riie rele"ant? The message may be communicated that the liturgy of 
marriage is not relevant to sexuality, finances, the relationship of spouses, 
lifestyle and the rest - which is not true. There may be an implication that 

15 Rite of Marriage, Introduction, nos. 5-7. 
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the liturgy of marriage is either a final hurdle to be overcome, or a final 
reward for getting through the preparation course. In addition, preparation 
becomes a sort of academic requirement, and not part of a ritual process. 

More than cursory choices: Some otherwise fine preparation processes also 
do not do justice to the rite of marriage. Preparation does not involve detailed 
study and deep reflection, but cursory choice of alternatives without much 
time or thought being given to their meaning. The non-verbal elements 
inevitably receive less attention than the texts. 

Suggestions: How might the rite of marriage be more integrally and centrally 
involved in marriage preparation? This requires additional thought and 
study, but here are a few suggestions. 16 

Rejoice and pray: When a couple first approaches the parish with news of 
their engagement, they should be greeted with joy and with prayer. One of 
the final solemn blessings from the rite of marriage (suitably paraphrased 
where necessary) might be prayed over them. They might be taken into the 
church building in which they hope to celebrate their wedding. Finally, a 
copy of the vows and an outline of the marriage liturgy would be given to 
them. All this is worthwhile even if the couple's plans fall through. 

Use liturgical prayers: The marriage preparation process, which often 
includes several sessions, could begin and end with prayers taken from the 
rite of marriage. Some passages will need to be paraphrased; for example, 
"who today are united in marriage before your altar" could be replaced with 
something like "who hope to be united .... " The opening prayers or the 
prefaces of the rite of marriage could be used at the beginning, and the final 
solemn blessings at the end. 

Use the scripture lessons: One or more scripture lessons from the lectionary 
for marriage could be used to start sessions and provide inspiration for the 
topic under consideration. For example, 1 Corinthians 12: 31 - 13: 8 (Love 
will never pass away) could be used to initiate a consideration of spousal 
relationships. Genesis 2: 18-24 (And they will be two in one flesh) or Mark 
10: 6-9 (What God has united, no one must divide) could be the springboard 
for talking about sexuality. Appropriate liturgical prayers could also be 
used. 

Reflection on the rite: One element of the rite of marriage itself would be the 
subject of reflection at each session: the vows, the rings, the nuptial bless
ing, etc. Couples would be asked to choose alternatives where this is appro
priate. The three preparatory questions would appropriately be considered 
when a final assessment of readiness for marriage is being made. 

The rite as a faith inventory: The rite of marriage could also be used as a 
"faith inventory." One merely has to look at the texts and dynamiCS of the 
liturgy and ask, "Do you really believe this?" "How do you express this in 
your lives now?" "How will you express this in your married lives?" God, the 
Church, Christian lifestyle, relationship of spouses, parenthood, the Chris
tian vision of life in general all are included somewhere in the rite of mar
riage. What more is needed? 

16 Suggestions along similar lines have been made by Kevin O'Driscoll, 'The liturgy and 
preparation for marriage," Liturgy (London) 3 (August-September 1979) 234-237. 
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