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So Great A MYSTERY
Pre-Marital Reflection Exercise

[bookmark: _GoBack]Marriage is the union of one man and one woman - two distinct persons with different character traits and from different family backgrounds.  Personal differences can often be a cause for some degree of conflict; the key is to resolve these issues before they become significant problems. Our early formative years and the relationship our parents had with each other, as well as our personality and personal preferences, will influence what we bring into our marriage. 

The following questions will help identify areas where you and your future spouse may have different experiences and opinions.  Once these issues are flagged, you can discuss them and hopefully avoid or resolve any difficulties which may arise as a result.   

Answer the questions individually, and then compare your responses to see where the similarities and differences lie.   This exercise is designed to help facilitate productive and respectful communication.  If there are any important areas in which you both have strongly-held conflicting views, you may wish to speak to your priest or another person you trust.

Family of Origin
Have a think about your parents’ marriage.  This is about your perception of your parents’ marriage which may not reflect the reality of their relationship.  However, it is this perception which will have influenced your understanding of marriage and family growing up.
General attitudes and roles
· What was your father’s attitude toward your mother?  Did he honour and respect her, or put her down and criticise her?
· Likewise, did your mother support and encourage respect for your father, or did she undermine or belittle him?
· Was their relationship one of adult/adult or did one parent ‘mother’ or ‘father’ the other?
· Were your parent’s roles traditionally split into stay at home mother/bread winner father?  
· Who was responsible for childcare and housework?
· Did either of your parents suffer from addictions or mental illness?  If so, how has this affected you?
Expressions of Love and Affection	
· How did your parents express their love for each other?
· Were they physically affectionate, verbally affirming, or were they private around others?
· Did they make sacrifices for each other, and show a willingness to help lighten the other’s load?
· Were they faithful to each other?
Conflict and Problem Solving
· How did your parents resolve conflicts? 
· Did they discuss issues respectfully, and argue without getting personal or abusive? 
· Did they have loud arguments?  Or did they give each other the silent treatment?  
· Were they willing and able to apologise readily?
· Was either parent controlling or manipulative?
Decision Making
· How did your parents make decisions?  By discussion and consensus, or by one assuming the authority to act?
· Did you parents work together as a team when discussing plans for the family?  
· Who decided where to go on holiday, about home improvements or similar projects?
· If there was a ‘one-sidedness’ to the decision making, was this willingly agreed to or met with resentment?
You may well find that many elements of your parents’ relationship affect your ideas, either positively or negatively.  You may wish to be as affectionate with your spouse as your parents were, or conversely, vow to never put each other down in front of the children.  Recognising that some of your expectations or patterns of behaviour will have been learned in your formative years will enable you to more critically assess whether there are things you wish to change.  
If Your Parents Divorced
Children of divorced parents will be affected by the situation, whether the break up was amicable or hostile, whether the children were young or older.  If this applies to you, reflect on how this may have affected what you bring to your own marriage.
· Are you worried about your ability to form a lasting marriage?
· Do you feel that it isn’t possible for a couple to stay together forever?
· Do you worry that your future spouse may walk out on you?

Once you have discussed the above questions and compared your respective experience growing up, you will have a better understanding of your future spouse’s formation, and probably a greater awareness of your own.   Now look at what your hopes and expectations are for from your own marriage.

Your Own Marriage
Reflect upon the answers you gave to the previous section – your parents’ marriage.  What elements do you hope to bring to your own marriage?  Which do you wish to avoid?
· How do your thoughts prompted by the previous questions compare to those of your future spouse?
· Have you discussed how your lives will change when children arrive?
· Have you discussed the Church’s teaching on sexual morality and the beauty of always being open to life?
· Have you discussed whether you will both work and how you perceive your respective roles within the family?  Is it important for you to have a mother who stays at home with the children, for example?
· Have you discussed your priorities regarding finances?  Retirement funds, car payments, mortgage, holidays – is one of you more frugal than the other?  For example, would one person rather drive an older car with no loan or debt, while the other would rather spend money on a new car?  Many disagreements arise from priorities over how money is spent.
· How do you behave when you are angry?  Will you accept when you are wrong and apologise?  Do you argue constructively, sticking to the issues at hand?  Or do you make personal attacks (“you’re selfish”) or use generalisations (“you always...”)?
Many of these issues you may have already discussed, but you might be surprised how many people enter into marriage without discussing even the most important issues, such as children.  Discussing your hopes and expectations with each other will help you get to know each other a little better, and help illuminate some areas which might lead to problems in the future. 

Your personal history
It is worth thinking about other things in your life which may affect your marriage.  Some of these are highly sensitive and others can be traumatic, but it is because of their nature and the potentially serious impact that they can have on your marriage – sometimes many years after the fact – that it is important to acknowledge them and seek help if necessary.  
· Was there any childhood trauma or abuse?
· Are there any problems with addictions – alcohol, gambling, internet pornography?
· Have you either of you been affected in any way by an abortion?
· Has your future spouse deceived you in any way?
· Are you aware of the signs of addiction?
· Are you aware of the warning signs of abuse?
The diocesan website (www.rcdea.org) lists some helpful articles and resources should you wish to learn more about addiction or abuse, and there are links to programmes to help with healing, for instance Rachel’s Vineyard for post-abortion healing, and Grief to Grace for those who have suffered abuse.  

How well do you know each other?
Reflect:

· My future spouse will be the person accompanying me for life.  We will go through trials and hardships and sleepless nights together.  Do I know this person well enough to be confident in my decision to marry him/her?
· Do I see my future spouse as the mother/father of my children?
· What are the dreams, hopes and plans of my future spouse?  How do they fit with my own?




