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SESSION 1

CHRIST AT THE CENTER

INTRODUCTION

What is really at the center of your life and the center of your marriage? Only he can
fulfill your deepest desires and give peace to your restless heart. If you expect your
spouse (or anyone or anything else) to meet your innermost needs, you set yourself
up for inevitable disappointment and disillusionment.

Jesus asks his followers, “Who do you say I am?” If he’s just a good man or a wise
philosopher, then it’s okay to make him merely a part of our life. If, however, he is
the Lord God, then we must welcome Jesus at the very center of our life and marriage.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following Prayer of Spouses to the Holy Spirit:

O Holy Spirit,

Spirit of unity, love and goodwill of Father and Son,

you have made us one in the sacred union of marriage.

Grant that, like the first Christians, we may be one heart and one mind.

Make us respect one another,

help one another in our striving for holiness,

and support one another.

Be our Guide,

our Counselor,

and our Consoler.

Make us bear one another’s burdens during our journey to heaven,
where we hope to live forever as adopted children of the Triune God.

Amen.

“Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her” —Ephesians 5:25




SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. St. Augustine said, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” That is, our
hearts are restless until Christ is the center of our lives—and our marriages.
Describe a time in which you experienced a restless heart in your life or in

your marriage.

2. Look at the following three diagrams. How would you describe each
diagram as it pertains to priorities and who is at the center of your life?
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SESSION 1: Christ at the Center

« In all honesty, which diagram most accurately reflects the way you are living
out your relationship with Christ right now?

« What can you do to put Christ more at the center of your life?

“Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the
encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a
decisive direction.” —Pope Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est (1) 2006

Photo Credit: The Wedding at Cana, Christ and the Virgin © Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY




SESSION 1: Christ at the Center

3. What qualities might be exhibited by a couple who has Jesus at the center of
their marriage? What clues would you look for?

COUPLE’'S DISCUSSION

God in Your Daily Life
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. On a scale of 1-10, how much do you bring God into your marital relationship
and family life on a daily basis? (10 being “very often” and 1 being “We don’t ever
talk about God.")

2. What are some things you can do together as a couple to put God at the center of

your marriage and your family life?

3. The video makes the point that having Jesus as the center of your marriage takes
the pressure off both spouses because it frees them from having to worry about
meeting one another’s every need. What difference has that freedom made in your
marriage—or what difference would it make?

“The Eucharist draws us into Jesus’ act of self-oblation. More
statically receiving the incarnate Logos, we enter into the very d
of his self-giving.” —Pope Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas

48 Photo Credit: Chalice and Eucharist photo © Augustine Institute




SESSION 1: Christ at the Center

CLOSING PRAYER

The following is an excerpt of Pope Francis from the homily of the Holy Mass
for the conclusion of the Year of Faith, November 24, 2013:

“Christ is the center of the history of humanity and also the center of the history
of every individual. To him we can bring the joys and the hopes, the sorrows and
troubles which are part of our lives. When Jesus is the center, light shines even
amid the darkest times of our lives; he gives us hope...”

PRAYER OF ST. PATRICK

Christ with me,

Christ before me,

Christ behind me,

Christ in me,

Christ beneath me,

Christ above me,

Christ on my right,

Christ on my left,

Christ when I lie down,

Christ when I sit down,

Christ when I arise,

Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,

Christ in every ear that hears me.

OUPLE'S ACTIVITY

dy, a retreat, or a lecture).
es in life.
e steps to reduce their influence.

> to say with confidence,
it was a week ago”
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A DEEPER UNITY
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SESSION 2

A DEEPER UNITY

INTRODUCTION

The rush of first love is like the taste of grape juice: exciting, bold, and slightly
overpowering. Mature love, on the other hand, is like the taste of a fine wine:
complex, flavorful, and far superior to grape juice. In order to enjoy a mature love,
though, you must endure the “fermenting” process—the difficulties and challenges
that God uses to bring out the best in you and your marriage.

You and your spouse have an adventure that you are called to share in Christ. That
adventure flows into your love for your family, your friends, your church, and the
world. When you have a big-picture perspective of your adventure, you can see
where everything fits.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer:

We thank you, O God, for the marital guidance found in your Word, for the
timeless wisdom contained in these passages:

“Do nothing from selfishness or conceit, but in humility count others better than
yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests
of others.” —Philippians 2:3-4

“The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom
for many.” —Matthew 20:28

“Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ” —Ephesians 5:21

Move in our midst today, Lord. Guide our efforts to deepen our marriages, as well
as our relationship with you.

Amen.

“Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm; for love is stre
as death, jealousy is cruel as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, a most

vehement flame. Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it.
If a man offered for love all the wealth of his house, it would be utterly scorned.”
—Song of Solomon 8:6-7

52 Photo Credit: Beautiful wedding couple in park © LovelyColorPhoto / Shutterstock.com



SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. What connection do you see between God'’s relationship with the Israelites
and your relationship with your spouse?

2. Describe the difference between a“grape juice” love and a “fine wine” love.

3. If marriage is an adventure that couples are called to share in Christ, what'’s
the best way to approach that adventure?

4. Agree or disagree: If you don't regularly experience conflict or challenge in
your marriage, your relationship is not maturing at a healthy rate.

COUPLE'S DISCUSSION

1. How do you and your spouse complement one another or balance each
other out?

2. How does it change your outlook on your marriage to know that struggles
and “wilderness experiences” are part of God’s plan?

3. What are two challenges or situations that God has used to deepen
your marriage?

Photo Credit: Moses brings forth water from rock and manna from desert / Alfredo Dagli Orti / The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY
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SESSION 2: A Deeper Unity

« How has your marriage stretched, grown, or matured as a result?

» How did your past challenges or situations prepare you for future challenges?

“Two such as you with such a master speea

Cannot be parted nor be swept away
From one another once you are agreed
That life is only life forevermore
Together wing to wing and oar to oar”
—from “The Master Speed” by Robert Frost

CLOSING PRAYER
Almighty God,

We praise you for the model of selfless, sacrificial love you demonstrated in your
relationship with the Israelites. We thank you for the wilderness experiences
that you use to deepen our relationships—for the challenges and dark times that
ultimately produce maturity, appreciation, and fulfillment. Bless our efforts to
understand those experiences, to survive and thrive in the midst of them.

Your Word tells us that we are fearfully and wonderfully made. We give thanks to
you for the opportunity...

« to examine the crowning work of your creation in our spouse every day,

« to study the intricacies of your design, and

« to use our knowledge of that design to express love to our spouse in meaningful ways.

Guide us as we work to build a marriage that honors you and reflects your grace,
now and for the rest of our lives.

We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

COUPLE'S ACTIVITY
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SESSION 3

CONFLICT AND COMMUNICAT

INTRODUCTION

Conflict in marital relationships often causes us to shift our focus from our spouse
to the conflict itself. Instead of working together to battle the conflict, we battle each
other. The most common areas of conflict are money, sex, children, work, household
responsibilities, and our relationships with friends and family.

The cause of a conflict isn’t always what it seems, though. In order to understand
what’s driving a conflict, you have to “lift the hood” of your marriage and look
inside. Among the things that drive conflicts are fear, woundedness, insecurity,
shame, and a lack of forgiveness. Once you discover what’s driving your conflict,
you can approach it together and it can actually become an occasion to grow even
closer to your spouse.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer:
In Proverbs 27:17, we read, “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another”

Almighty Father, the conflicts that we resolve in our marriage sharpen us and make
us keener instruments of your grace and glory. Bless our efforts to understand
conflict better, to work through our conflicts together with our spouse in order

to strengthen and deepen our understanding of one another. We ask this through
Christ our Lord.

Amen.

‘And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against a
so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” -
—Mark 11:




SESSION 3: Conflict and Communication

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Of the top six areas of conflict—money, sexuality, children, work, household
responsibilities, and family and friends—which one has caused you the least
amount of trouble in your marriage? Explain.

« Which area of conflict has caused the most trouble?

2. What does it mean to “lift up the hood"” on your relationship?

« Why might some people be reluctant to lift up the hood of their relationship?

3. What do you wish someone had told you about conflict before you got married?

“The love of Christ can restore to spouses the joy of journeying together. This is
what marriage is all about: man and woman walking together, wherein the

husband helps his wife to become ever more a woman, and wherein the woman
has the task of helping her husband to become ever more a man.”
—Pope Francis, Homily on June 14, 2014

COUPLE’S DISCUSSION

1. How have your conflict-resolution skills developed over the course of
your marriage?

2. How much work do you have to do in refining your conflict-resolution skills?

Photo Credit: Young happy couple talking together sitting on a sofa © Valery Sidelnykov/Shutterstock.com




SESSION 8: Conflict and Communication

(-

“In an epoch marked by hatred, selfishness, the desire for false happiness, b
decadence of customs, the absence of father and mother figures, instability i
numerous young families, and by widespread frailty and hardship to which man
young people fall prey, we look to you, Jesus in the Eucharist, with renewed hope.”
—St. John Paul II, Message to the young people of Rome and Lazsio, March 15, 2005

CLOSING PRAYER

“We all know there is no such thing as the perfect family or a perfect husband or wife.
I won't even mention a perfect mother-in-law... It’s us who do exist, sinners. Jesus knows
us well and he tells us a secret: Never let the day end without apologizing.”

—Pope Francis, to engaged couples on February 14, 2014

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come, thy will
be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive
us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into
temptation, but deliver us from evil.

Amen.

UPLE'S ACTIVITY
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Draw up a list

RESOLUTIONS

Sign the sheet together—not as a legally binding document, but as a sign of
your good faith and your desire not to hurt one another in the midst
of conflict.
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INTRODUCTION

Marriage involves a specific set of tasks and responsibilities:

« We must be aware of ourselves.

« We must do the work that is required of us.

« We must find ways to be together with our spouse.
» We must pursue virtue.

« We must be patient with each other.

One thing that gets in the way of the work of marriage is woundedness. A wound
is an experience of unlove. A wound causes pain, which causes fear, which leads
to managing behaviors in an effort to avoid the pain. Woundedness must be met
with an authentic experience of love—a blessing from God or another person.

A blessing triggers feelings of being loved, which trigger gratitude and security,
which trigger expressions of love.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer from the Second Vatican Council:

We stand before you, Holy Spirit, gathered in your name. Come to us, remain
with us, and enlighten our hearts. Give us light and strength to know your will, to
make it our own, and to live it in our lives.

Guide us by your wisdom, support us by your power, for you are God, sharing

the glory of Father and Son. Unite us to yourself in the bond of love, and keep us
faithful to all that is true. You live and reign with the Father and the Son, one God,
for ever and ever.

Amen.

“Love is the prime gift. Whatever else is freely given to us becomes a g
through love.”
—Anonymous by Catholic philosopher Josef Pieper, Faith, Hope, Loy




SESSION 4: Building a Thriving Marriage

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. What's the most impressive thing you've ever accomplished? Explain.

» Where does your marriage rank among your most impressive achievements?
Explain.

2. Of the five things couples can do to pursue God'’s ideal for their relationship—
be aware of yourself, do the work, be together, pursue virtue, and be patient—
which one would you say is most difficult? Explain.

3. Describe a relationship you've seen struggle because of woundedness.

“May you be torches that burn in the middle of the world: where there is a night
of unbelief, may the light of your faith cast a strong light; where there is the soot

of hatred and despair, may the glow of your optimism and hope shine in; where
there is the darkness of selfishness and violence, let the fire of your love burn bright”
—St. John Paul II, Speech to Youth, Imola, Italy, May 9, 1986

COUPLE'S DISCUSSION

1. What would happen to your marriage if you became more aware of yourselves,
did the work of marriage, made a point of being together more, pursued virtue
more passionately, and learned to be more patient with each other? How good
could you be together? What might be some of the results?

2. What impact has woundedness—that is, past experiences of “unlove”—
had on your marriage?

Photo Credit: The Marriage of the virgin/Alfredo Dagli Orti/The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY




SESSION 4: Building a Thriving Marriage

CLOSING PRAYER

“The family finds in the plan of God the Creator and Redeemer not only its identity,
what it is, but also its mission, what it can and should do....Each family finds
within itself a summons that cannot be ignored and that specifies both its dignity
and its responsibility. Family, become what you are.”

—St. John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio 17

Pray together the following prayer:

Go with us, Father, as we depart from here. Bless our efforts to build relationships
that approach your ideal. Work in our hearts and in our minds to refine us and
make us better instruments of your grace.

Amen.

“It is risky to get married: it is risky! It is this egoism which threatens it, beca

we each have within us this possibility of a dual personality: the one that

says, I am free, I want this ... and the other which says, ‘I, me, to me, with me,
for me ...”

—Pope Francis, meeting with the young people of Umbria, October 4, 2013

COUPLE'S ACTIVITY

e’s work to be
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TO-DO LIST

STEP 1: To Do STEP 2: Scheduling
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SESSION b6

PROTECTING THE BOND

INTRODUCTION

God’s ideal for marriage is that spouses continue to grow in love, grow in trust,
grow in unity, and grow in closeness. That ideal, however, is not always our reality.
Circumstances can prevent marital growth from occurring. Outside interests such
as social media, career advancement, or the pursuit of a good time can rob a marital
relationship of its potential. In this session, we’ll discover how to protect the bond
with help from the Holy Spirit.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer:

Our Father in heaven, we ask for your blessing and help as we are gathered
together. We pray for guidance in the matters of marriage and ask that you would
clearly show us how to seek your ideal with a spirit of joy and enthusiasm. Give us
the desire to find ways to excel in our relationships. Help us to work together and
encourage each other to excellence. We ask that we would challenge each other to
reach higher and further to be the best spouses—and vessels of your grace—that

we can be.

Amen.

“A good wife who can find? She is far more precious than jewels. The hea

of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain. She does him
good, and not harm, all the days of her life” —Proverbs 31:10-12




SESSION 5&: Protecting the Bond

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Explain how a married couple could go from the intimacy of their early days
to living parallel lives, as described in the video. Have you seen this happen to
any couple that you know?

2, Think about the description in the video of the family in the airport focusing
on their individual phones and personal devices and not talking to one
another. How close to home did this description hit? What are some of the
challenges that you face in this area?

3. Gale Sayers called his book / Am Third. What are some of the challenges and
drawbacks to making that title a reality in your own life?

“The human person is a special gift of the Creator and the Redeemer together.
Indeed to be a bridegroom is to be aware of the gift. This awareness creates
a new mentality, a new attitude, a new behavior when we see the gift in the
works of creation and above all in people.”

—St. John Paul II, Speech to Youth of Civitavecchia, Italy, March 19, 1987

Photo Credit: The Kiss/Cameraphoto Arte, Venice/Art Resource, NY




SESSION 5: Protecting the Bond

COUPLE’S DISCUSSION

1. Create some visuals. In the first circle, make a pie chart that represents the way
you spend your time during your waking hours. In the second circle, make a pie
chart that represents the way your spouse spends his or her waking hours.

Use any or all of the following categories for your charts:

» Marriage/Family

» Career

« Church

« Personal Devices (Internet, social media, online games, messaging)
« Hanging Out with Friends

« Sports/Workouts

* Hobbies

« Watching TV

* Any other categories that apply

2. With input from your spouse, draw a pie chart that represents a reasonable,
more marriage-friendly way of spending your waking hours.

72 Couple not talking to each other on a park bench © Ljupco Smokovski / Shutterstock.com




SESSION 5: Protecting the Bond

-

“If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a
gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understana
mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountain
but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my
body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing” —1 Corinthians 13:1-3

CLOSING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer:

Our Father, may everything we do begin with your inspiration,
continue with your help,

and reach perfection under your guidance.

With your loving care, guide us in our daily actions.

Help us to persevere with love and sincerity.

Teach us to judge wisely the things of earth

and to love the things of heaven.

Amen.

OUPLE'S ACTIVITY
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SESSION 6

SEXUALITY AND AUTHENTIC LOVE

e

INTRODUCTION

Sexual intimacy, as intended by God, is unitive—a total gift of self, holding nothing
back. It is more than just a biological union; it is a union of body, soul, and emotions.
Sexual intimacy is also procreative. In the act of sex, spouses must always be open to
the possibility of creating new human life. If the unitive or procreative dimension

of sex is thwarted, genuine intimacy cannot occur. As we will see, the Church’s
teachings on sex are not a “no” to this or a “no” that, but actually a “yes” to authentic
love—the love that we are all ultimately looking for.

OPENING PRAYER

Pray together the following prayer:
Almighty God,

We gather today to answer the call of St. Paul to present our bodies as living
sacrifices, holy and acceptable to you. Open our hearts to the wisdom of your plan
for marital intimacy. Transform us by the renewal of our minds so that we may
prove what is good and acceptable and perfect to you.

Amen.

“I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present yo
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spir.
worship. Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal
of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and

acceptable and perfect.” —Romans 12:1-2




SESSION 6: Sexuality and Authentic Love

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

1. Catholic author Frank Sheed said, “Modern man practically never thinks
about sex.” Why is it important for us, as married couples, to think about the
true meaning of sex?

2. God reveals to us the true meaning of sex. How is God’s plan for sexuality
good news—a “yes” to the fullest expression of intimacy and love?

3. What are some of the benefits a marital relationship might experience when
the couple fully embraces God'’s plan for sex?

“Seeing God’s covenant with Israel in the image of exclusive and faithful married
love, the prophets prepared the Chosen People’s conscience for a deepened
understanding of the unity and indissolubility of marriage... Tradition has always

seen in the Song of Solomon a unique expression of human love, insofar as it is a
reflection of God's love—a love ‘strong as death’ that ‘many waters cannot quench.”
—CCC 1611

COUPLE'S DISCUSSION

1. How has your sexual intimacy changed from your honeymoon until now?

2. Take an honest look at your sexual relationship and all that you have learned
today about God’s plan for sex. Then, have each of you identify one or two
things that would help improve your sexual intimacy. (For example, better
communication, increased vulnerability, deeper emotional bond, etc.)

Photo Credit: Couple in Love © FCSCAFEINE/Shutterstock.com




SESSION 6: Sexuality and Authentic Love

“In destroying the power of giving life through contraception, a husband ane
wife are doing something to self. This turns attention to self, and so it destroys
the gift of love in him or her.”

—Blessed Teresa of Calcutta,
Speech at the U.S. National Prayer Breakfast on February 3, 1984

CLOSING PRAYER

Pray together the Collect for Purity:

O God, the King eternal, whose light divides the day from the night and turns
the shadow of death into the morning: Drive far from us all wrong desires,
incline our hearts to keep your law, and guide our feet into the way of peace;
that, having done your will with cheerfulness during the day, we may, when
night comes, rejoice to give you thanks; through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.
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