About Mixed Marriages 					5/18/1947





Scripture:  Read Ephesians 5: 22-33





Text: II Corinthians 6:14a; “Be ye not unequally yoked together.”





The Apostle Paul may have had a liberal attitude toward women - for his time, though not everyone will accept some of his own mental attitudes for our time.  The central truth of his statements on marriage are, however, timeless, for he was an insistent advocate of the righteousness and sanctity of monogamous marriage.  And he encouraged and admonished husbands and wives to life-long faithfulness to each other, as in his letter to the Christian people at Ephesus.





When he was writing to the Christians at Corinth, Paul used an expression which I used to hear quoted frequently, and which will bear repetition.  It is this:  “Be ye not unequally yoked together.”  Now you know that the words which follow complete the text in this fashion, “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers.”  It is sound advice for marriage, though Paul was not necessarily referring to marriage when he used these words.  For marriage means a constant personal adjustment of two lives, so delicate and demanding, that it is not well to have it hampered and complicated with such wide gaps as that between one who has a Christian belief in God and one who has no such belief.





I will go beyond Paul to assert that the yoking together of two people who have widely opposing forms of belief, within the orbit of those who do believe, is a soberingly difficult matter.


Religion ought to bind a husband and wife together in the expression of their common faith.  To do that, there must be essential agreement on the substance and form of religion for both parties.  Ordinarily, one would expect that a husband and wife might be most happily united, other things being favorable, if they had been members of the same church, or closely similar churches.  No very serious differences should appear, however, if they come from the training of two churches which, though different, have fellowship with each other in sacraments, in exchange of pulpits and in cordial mutual recognition.  The matter becomes more difficult when the church of one will not recognize, as a church, the denominational fellowship of the other, not concede the essential validity of the other’s faith.





This is particularly noticeable in relation to most of the Protestant communions and the Roman Catholic church, about which I propose to speak quite frankly this morning.  Let me say that I shall make no attack on people, whether they be Catholic or Protestant.  For all people are precious in the sight of God, and ought to be so regarded by each other.  But I shall be quite frank about some differences in our churches which are important enough to merit far more earnest consideration than they sometimes receive.





There is nothing to keep young people of Protestant churches and young folk of the Roman Catholic faith from falling in love.  They associate freely in social life, in recreation, at school - as they should do.  So far as individual personality is concerned, many are well-suited to each other by temperament and interests, by comparable abilities and favorable heredity.  Their spiritual ideals may also be reasonably harmonious, so that, if in love, they feel that any problems which may arise may be cared for without difficulty.





That last assumption happens not to be true!  For too many people, young and not-so-young, fail to realize that there are problems so stubborn as to break some spirits which would not have believed they could be broken.





First let me call attention to a few figures - the things we call statistics.  The Maryland study entitled, “Youth Tells Their Story,” by the American Council on Education, Washington, DC - Howard M. Bell, author - reports a study of 12,000 young people, the religious connection of their parents and whether the parents were living together, or were separated.  Those coming from mixed marriages reported 2 & one-fourth times as many broken homes as young people whose parents were both Protestant; and 2 & one-third times as many as homes in which both parents were Roman Catholic.





These were the percentages: where both parents were Protestant, 6.8% of homes were broken, 93.2% intact.  Where both were Roman Catholic, 6.4% were broken, 93.6% intact.  Of mixed marriage, 15.2% were broken, 84.8% intact.  Where there was no religious connection at all the percentage was even higher - 16.7% broken, 83.3% intact.  Of course this study did not involve childless marriages, or the proportion of failures would have been higher.





Now let’s look for a reason for the tension that means 2 and one-third times the tragedy of broken homes among mixed marriages, as among those in which both husband and wife are Protestant or both are Roman Catholic.  I believe that it is found not so much in the souls of those people as in the rigid requirements of the Roman Catholic Church, and in the tradition of Protestant freedom from dictation, which will not be reconciled.





A young couple, who were engaged, ran into this difficulty some time before the date set for their marriage.  She was a college senior, a devoted Protestant - the daughter of a Methodist minister.  He was a graduate student and a devout Roman Catholic.  They had been to the priest for counsel and instruction.  Then they went to a counselor who was Protestant; they were thoughtful and troubled.  The bride had thoughtlessly supposed that she would have the usual bride’s choice of clergyman, and that they could be married by her father.  Not at all!  They had been told that they would have to be married by the priest or else the young man would be excommunicated from his church!





To the Protestant counselor, the young man explained that his people had been Catholic for 400 years.  He couldn’t feel married outside his church.  “But,” he said in all intellectual honesty and sincerity, “as I think it over, it leaves my wife out, for both the children we may have, and I, must be Catholic.  This seems harsh, but this is the way it must be.”





The young woman expressed her question, and her desire to have her minister-father marry them, saying, “Why should I promise to bring up our children Catholic?  This would make me seem an outsider in my own home.”  He knew she was hurt and hastened to say, “My dear, it has nothing to do with the way I love you.  These things are beyond our control - it is just the way it is.”  That comes pretty near the nub of the matter.





In such a situation, the Protestant party may well ask, “Who determines the way it is, with my life and with my own marriage?  Shall I allow all my future family relationships to be out of my control?  I still have a choice at this stage, and if such things have been fully settled without my consent, one thing I can do is to decide not to enter marriage on those terms.”





Christians who are not Roman Catholic have something that is quite as precious to them as the teaching of the Roman Church is to Catholics.  If the Catholic reveres and obeys the law of his church, the true Protestant just as much loves and obeys his free, God-given and Christian-trained conscience.  If his religious training means anything important to him, the Protestant does not lightly surrender the direct voice of God in his soul for the dictates of what a hierarchical church shall tell him officially is the rule of God.





It is gravely important for young people to know a good deal about this before they contemplate a mixed marriage, rather than waiting for the engulfing of a greater difficulty than they realize when they enter such marriage.





The Roman Catholic Church, by dictum of its Popes, does not recognize the Protestant communions as true churches -- as any other than heretical or schismatic sects.  The most charitable expression I have seen used by Roman Catholic officials toward non-Catholics is the phrase “Our separated brethren.”  Some of us Protestants will recognize the Roman Catholic Church as “a church” and its communicants as Christian people, though we disagree sharply with some of its positions.  It does not work the other way.  To the informed Roman Catholic, his church is the church and that position may not be yielded nor compromised.  And so it is impossible for a Catholic representative to concede that a “sacrament” such as marriage can be valid outside the church.  An appalling number of Protestant people, trained in freedom, can’t conceive of the fixed, immovable nature of that doctrine.  Either you resist it, or you yield to it.  You can’t reach a compromise with it.





Now examine briefly the ante-nuptial agreement which the Catholic Church requires to be signed by the non-Catholic party to a mixed marriage.  This is a form of it as discovered by a Protestant young man who was taking instruction preparatory to marriage with a Catholic girl.  [read it, p.p. 11,12].





When John turned the form over, he found that on the back of it was a statement to be signed by Jane that, in addition to the provision governing their marriage and the rearing of their children, she must agree to do all in her power to bring about John’s conversion to her faith.  Such demands mean that a Protestant Christian person who believes his church to be a true church of Jesus Christ, is asked by the Roman church if he marries a Roman Catholic, to act as if his church were no church at all, but a dangerous organization.





Of course the Roman Catholic representative justifies this by saying, “Truth has rights which error does not possess.”  Which is typical of Roman Catholic reasoning - logical if you grant the premise of the argument.  You must attack the premise if you wish to oppose successfully the reasoning.  In this case the good Protestant will instantly refuse the unwarranted assumption that the Roman church has the corner on truth.  That assumption is not the reality!





Now what can sincere and informed young people do about any prospect of mixed marriage?  Several answers are possible, and the young people will have to choose the answers.  One is - don’t get involved in a love affair which may finally contemplate a mixed marriage.  Frankly recognize that friendship is one thing.  Marriage with an unmoveable, unyielding “monkey wrench” in the emotional gears of wedded life is quite, and seriously, another thing.





But if one is involved in such an actual mixed marriage or determined to enter it, what then?  Three courses are open (and I may say this as a Protestant!)  (1)  The couple can set themselves to the grim task of abiding each by his bargain and his convictions, one remaining Protestant in spite of all persuasion, the other and the children being Catholic in all insistence.  It requires give and take, and some yielding by both parties.  They can’t do anything much to change the churches.





(2)  The Protestant party can become Catholic and thus assure a measure of harmony.  This some do, although I can not see how one trained with freedom in his soul can submit his very spirit to the dictated requirement of a hierarchical church in which there are some things one may not question, which must be accepted because the church says so.  The church becomes then the highest authority.  How can a former good Protestant ever become a really good Catholic?  But perhaps some do; at least a few become enthusiastic Catholic church men and women.





(3)  The Catholic party may become Protestant -- and it does happen!  Spiritually renouncing the hold of an exclusive ecclesiastical authority, wholeheartedly embracing the free exercise of his own unmediated faith in God, the former Catholic may and often does become an excellent Protestant church member.  I have known them in this parish, and particularly in the parish I served before coming here.





I’m going to go further and say that the Congregational Churches offer a particularly good spiritual home to anyone who may consider such a move.  (1)  Because the Congregational Christian churches are not creedal; (2) because their membership is based not on a vow but on a covenant fellowship between people and God, spiritually akin to that of the Lord’s first apostles and early saints; (3) because the Congregational clergy are not representatives of authority, but are counselors, advisers, teachers, preachers (sometimes great enough to be spiritual prophets); (4) because God, as revealed by Scripture and in Christ, is the sole supreme authority in the life of a Congregational church member.  For these reasons the Congregational churches can be a genuine spiritual home for any one formerly Catholic or Protestant of any other communion, attracted to our fellowship.





Now remember, I have not condemned any member of another church.  I have not said ours is the only church or even the best church for all (though I happen to prefer it.)  I have disagreed with the position of a church that is such that one can deal with it only by submission or by resistance, but not compromise.





And I want Protestant young folk, and particularly Congregational young folk, to have the facts that will cause them to know that they have a fellowship fully as right and important as any other - a soul that must never be surrendered or sold in marriage or anywhere else!





Much of what I have said this morning, and more excellent things that I have not said, are contained in an interdenominational pamphlet issued by the Federal Council of Church’s Commission on Marriage and the Home.  It is entitled, “If I Marry a Catholic.”  There are nearly 50 copies of it on the table by the door - perhaps enough for one in each family.  Take one and read it.  If there are not enough I’ll get more in a week or two for those who want them.





Perhaps I shall undertake to discuss some of the characteristics of a good Protestant Christian home next week.





--------------





Delivered in Wisconsin Rapids, May 18, 1947.


