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10th August 2008

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty


“Ten Commandments for Spouses” was the title of a Pastoral Letter which Cardinal Ennio Antonelli of Florence sent out last Easter to all married couples in his Archdiocese. This “Decalogo degli sposi” deserves wider publication, but does not appear to be available yet in English. 
Additionally, Pope Benedict recently appointed Cardinal Antonelli to be the new  head of the Pontifical Council for the Family, which makes the Decalogo even more relevant. So here it is. Blame any translation mistakes on me.
1. Let spouses see at the basis of their marriage a vocation from God Himself; let them recognise the wisdom which willed the profound difference between man and woman, designed for their reciprocal integration (Genesis 1:27,31; 2:18). Let them consider themselves as destined one for another as a precious and irreplaceable gift.

2. Let spouses turn often to Jesus who is the model and the source of true love, He who said: “I am the vine and you are the branches….without me you can do nothing;” let them take part in Sunday Mass, in order to hear His word and to receive the Holy Spirit; let them find some moment also for family prayer and for sharing some experience of faith as lived in practice.

3. In order for a couple gradually to build up a good relationship, it is necessary to follow through the logic of free giving and of self-gift, resisting the temptations of one’s own immediate advantage, and not keeping a reckoning of giving and having.

4. Try to work out the needs and reasonable desires of the other spouse and to satisfy them readily, knowing that concrete acts of service develop positive emotions both in the one who undertakes them and in the one who receives them.

5. Find common interests, going out together sometimes to social events, and cultivate daily conversation in order to communicate thoughts, emotions, desires, frustrations, religious experiences, work situations, things which have happened, but with discretion and without being invasive and suffocating.

6. Make yourself lovable by taking care of your own external appearance and especially by expressing respect and tenderness towards the other person by words of appreciation and gratitude, smiles and looks, caresses and gestures of affection, appropriate gifts.

7. Respect the other person in their otherness, with their own viewpoints, their preferences, their defects. Don’t be continually grumbling and complaining about everything. Cope with tensions and conflicts in an intelligent manner. Be willing to ask and to receive forgiveness.

8. Remember that loving, more than gazing at one another, means looking together in the same direction. So it is necessary to be generously open to welcoming children: in them the conjugal love of parents is prolonged, love becomes a person, and projects itself towards a future full of hope.

9. Take care of your children, dedicating to them your energies and time, so that they feel themselves loved and develop within themselves feelings of trust in life and of self-worth. Educate them and let yourselves be educated by them. Converse with them and willingly spend time together: treat them with affection, but also with consistency and firmness, making them observe reasonable rules; support them with whatever help they need, and reward them with praise, encouragement, caresses, hugs, gifts, but remember that they too need to learn to give, to make themselves useful, to serve, to build up, to be creative.

10. Open up family life to the precious presence of grandparents alongside their grandchildren, to friends and neighbours, to generosity towards the poor.

Although it is sometimes couched in theological language, the advice is profound. Male and female are complementary to each other in God’s plan. Marriage is meant to be a free and total gift of oneself in love, with no strings attached, not a calculated economic contract of money, time and energy. It is easy for this selfish bargaining attitude to creep back in, especially if spouses are not leading a sacramental and spiritual life.
The Italian media picked up on the Cardinal’s advice to couples to keep themselves looking good, not to let themselves go, physically or mentally. And to hug, to embrace, to engage in physical expressions of affection. The Church believes that the body and sex are great gifts from God. What she objects to is their abuse and degradation, not their rightful enjoyments.

“Loving, more than gazing at one another, means looking together in the same direction.” This is reminiscent of Aquinas speaking about friendship as a joint pursuit of some good. Marriage is not meant to be introverted, but to be open to children and to the community. Moved by their hopes and dreams, the spouse-friends construct a life plan together for their new family.

Children too need to learn that they are not the centre of the world. Part of their upbringing is learning to serve and be useful, to be disciplined and creative.
Let me move out now into a multi-faith dimension. 

Rabbi Ephraim Buchwald, director of the National Jewish Outreach Program (NJOP), offers a similar "ten commandments," for a successful marriage, based on the 3,300-year-old Jewish tradition. Although phrased in a more forthright American idiom, they make an intriguing comparison with Cardinal’s text. Here they are, slightly summarized and adapted. Enjoy!
1. Marriage Unplugged. On the Sabbath, observant Jewish families turn off the TV, shutdown the computer, ignore the phone, and spend time together without the distractions of daily life. Set aside a night each week to tune out the world, tune into each other, and focus on the reality of your own lives.

2. United We Stand - The chuppah, or canopy, beneath which a couple stands during a Jewish wedding ceremony signifies the home they will build together. They become a single unit. It’s OK, it’s healthy, for spouses to have some differing opinions, but when dealing with outside challenges, remember that you're a team.
3. Marriage isn’t all Wine and Roses - During a Jewish wedding ceremony, wine is sipped to symbolize joy; it concludes with the breaking of a glass, to symbolize that life is not always easy. Keep in mind that you're sure to face tough times, major and minor, from lost jobs to clogged toilets. When the proverbial glasses smash, you can pick up the pieces together.

4. Save it for your Spouse. Religious Jewish men and women dress very modestly. It's not because they're ashamed of their bodies, but rather because they save their sensual side for their spouses. Next time you dress for a night out with your pals, OK, look good, but reserve the seductive stuff for those evenings you stay at home alone with your spouse.

5. Thou Shalt Not Embarrass Thy Spouse: Jewish tradition teaches, "Let your fellow's honour be as dear to you as your own." Treat your spouse with respect and admiration in public, as well as in private, and you can expect the same in return. Jewish law forbids people to embarrass others, since it is like "stealing" their dignity.
6. Don't nurse a grudge: Any marriage's foundation can crumble under the weight of too many grudges. “Don’t let the sun go down on your anger.” Jews – like Christians - can't ask God for forgiveness until they've asked forgiveness from the people they may have wronged. Offer and accept apologies often!

7. Meaningful Conversations Encourage Meaningful Marriages. When you were dating no doubt you had in-depth conversations about current events, art, literature and other  interesting issues? Remember this, the next time you notice that all you both seem to talk about now is the grocery list, whose turn it is to wash the dishes, and how much the neighbours spent on their new furniture. Jewish tradition reminds people to respect their spouse's intellect, because when your conversations become too trivialized, your marriage does too.

8. Abstinence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder - According to Jewish law, a husband and wife should refrain from sexual relations during a specific part of each month. The time apart forces a couple to relate to each other in other, non-physical ways. [This is exactly the philosophy behind natural family planning too.] Pick a few days each month to stay apart, and you'll find it brings you closer together.

9. Thanks are Welcome. Remember the everyday thanks for a freshly-prepared meal, cleaning the bathroom, taking out the rubbish, and sharing the last serving of ice cream. Appreciate the small stuff.  Remember to thank your spouse for the small things they do each day, and you'll avoid the pitfalls of taking each other for granted.
10. Get to Higher (Spiritual) Ground - Marriage is initially about two people, but not to the exclusion of everything and everyone else. Jewish tradition encourages couples to bring spirituality and godliness into their homes and lives. If your marriage has a higher purpose - whether it's to transmit your religious heritage to your children, help the homeless, or save the environment - you're sure to develop a stronger, long-lasting connection to each other.

And for the priests – well, either of these would make a decent wedding sermon!

