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“Engagement — one hears it in the word — has to do with trust, confidence,
reliability. Confidence in the vocation that God gives, since marriage is first
and foremost the discovery of a call from God. Certainly it is a beautiful thing
that young people today can choose to marry on the basis of mutual love. But
the very freedom of the bond requires a conscious harmony in the decision,
not just a simple understanding of the attraction or feeling, for a moment, for a
short time ... it calls for a journey.
Engagement, in other words, is the time when the two are called to perform a
real labour of love, an involved and shared work that delves deep. Here they
discover one another little by little, i.e. the man “learns” about woman by
learning about this woman, his fiancée; and the woman “learns” about man by
learning about this man, her fiancé. Let us not underestimate the importance
of this learning: it is a beautiful endeavour, and love itself requires it, for it is
not simply a matter of carefree happiness or enchanted emotion. The biblical
account speaks of all creation as a beautiful work of God’s love. The Book of
Genesis says that: “God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was
very good” (Gen 1:31). Only when it is finished does God “rest”. We
understand from this image that God’s love, which brought forth the world,
was not an impromptu decision. No! It was a beautiful work. The love of God
created the concrete conditions for an irrevocable covenant, one that is strong
and lasting.
The covenant of love between man and woman — a covenant for life —
cannot be improvised. It isn’t made up one day to the next. There is no
marriage express: one needs to work on love, one needs to walk. The covenant
of love between man and woman is something learned and refined. I venture
to say it is a covenant carefully crafted. To make two lives one is almost a
miracle of freedom and the heart entrusted to faith. Perhaps we should
emphasize this point more, because our “emotional coordinates” have gone a
bit askew. Those who claim to want everything right away, then back out of

everything — right away — at the first difficulty (or at the first opportunity).
There is no hope for the trust and fidelity entailed in the gift of self, if
prevailing tendency is to consume love like some kind of “supplement” for
mental and physical well-being. This is not love! Engagement focuses on the
will to care for something together that must never be bought or sold,
betrayed or abandoned, however tempting the offer may be.
God, too, when he speaks of the covenant with his people, does so several
times in terms of betrothal. In the Book of Jeremiah, in speaking to the people
who had distanced themselves from him, he reminds the people of when they
were the “betrothed” of God, and he says: “I remember the devotion of your
youth, your love as a bride” (cf. 2:2). God took this path of betrothal. He then
also made a promise: we heard it at the beginning of the audience, in the Book
of Hosea: “I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to me in
righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will betroth you
to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord” (2:19-20).
The road the Lord takes with his people on this betrothal journey is a long one.
At the end, God espouses his people in Jesus Christ. In Jesus he marries the
Church. The People of God is Jesus’ Bride. But what a long road! And you
Italians, in your literature you have a masterpiece on betrothal, The Betrothed.
Young people need to know about it and read it. It is a masterpiece that tells
the story of an engaged couple who have endured great suffering, they travel a
road filled with many struggles, until at last they arrive at marriage. Don’t
leave aside this masterpiece on betrothal, which Italian literature has given
especially to you. Go on, read it and you will see the beauty, the suffering, but
also the faithfulness of the betrothed.
The Church, in her wisdom, guards the distinction between being engaged and
being spouses — it’s not the same — especially in view of the delicateness and
depth of this test. Let us be careful not to disregard light-heartedly the
wisdom of this teaching, which also comes from the experience of happy
married life. The powerful symbols of the body hold the keys to the soul: We
cannot treat the bonds of the flesh lightly, without opening some lasting
wound in the spirit.
(cf. 1 Cor 6:15-20)
Of course, today’s culture and society have become rather indifferent to the
delicateness and seriousness of this step. On the other hand, it cannot be said
that they are generous to young people who are determined to make a home

and welcome children. Indeed, often they put up a thousand obstacles, both
psychological and practical. Engagement is a path of life that has to ripen like
fruit; it is a way of maturing in love, until the moment it becomes marriage.
Pre-marriage courses are a special expression of preparation. And we see so
many couples, who perhaps come to the course somewhat reluctantly: “But
these priests make us take a course! But why? We already know...” and they
go reluctantly. But afterwards they are happy and grateful, because they have
found there the opportunity — sometimes the only one — to reflect on their
experience in non-trivial terms. Yes, many couples are together a long time,
perhaps also in intimacy, sometimes living together, but they don’t really know
each other. It seems curious, but experience shows that it’s true. Therefore
engagement needs to be re-evaluated as a time of getting to know one
another and sharing a plan. The path of preparation for marriage should be
implemented from this perspective, also with the benefit of the simple but
intense witness of Christian spouses. And also by focusing on the essentials:
the Bible, by consciously rediscovering it together; prayer, in its liturgical
dimension, but also in “domestic prayer” to live out in the home, the
Sacraments, the Sacramental life, Confession, ... where the Lord comes to
abide in the engaged couple and prepare them truly to receive one another
“with the grace of Christ”; and fraternity with the poor and those in need, who
lead us to live soberly and to share.
Engaged couples who commit themselves to this path both grow, and all of this
leads to preparing for a beautiful celebration of Marriage in a different way,
not in a worldly way, but in a Christian way! Let us consider these words of
God we have heard, when he speaks to his people as bridegroom to his future
bride: “I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to me in
righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will betroth you
to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord” (Hos 2:19-20).
May every engaged couple think of this and say to one another: “I will take you
as my bride, I will take you as my bridegroom”. Wait for that moment. It is a
moment, it is a path that goes slowly ahead, but it is a path of maturation. The
steps of the journey should not be rushed. This is how we mature, step by
step.
The time of betrothal can truly become a time of initiation, into what? Into
surprise. Into the surprise of the spiritual gifts with which the Lord, through

the Church, enriches the horizon of the new family that stands ready to live in
his blessing.
I invite you now to pray to the Holy Family of Nazareth: Jesus, Joseph and
Mary. Pray that the family may make this journey of preparation; and pray for
couples who are betrothed. Let us pray to Our Lady all together, a Hail Mary
for all engaged couples, that they may understand the beauty of this journey
towards Marriage.”
[Hail Mary…]
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The fear of “forever”
Nicolas and Marie Alexia, a young engaged couple from Gibraltar, asked: “Your
Holiness, many today think that life-long fidelity is too challenging; many feel
that the struggle to live together may be beautiful, enchanting, but it is
difficult, even impossible. We ask you for a word to enlighten us on this”. The
Holy Father responded:
I thank you for your witness and for the question. Let me explain to you: they
sent me these questions ahead of time... you know... and so I was able to
reflect and think of an answer that is a little more solid.
It’s important to ask yourself if it is possible to love each other “forever”. This
is a question that must be asked: is it possible to love “forever”? Today so
many people are afraid of making definitive decisions. One boy said to his
bishop: “I want to become a priest, but only for ten years”. He was afraid of a
definitive choice. But that is a general fear that comes from our culture. To
make life decisions seems impossible. Today everything changes so quickly,
nothing lasts long. And this mentality leads many who are preparing for
marriage to say: “we are together as long as the love lasts”, and then? All the
best and see you later... and so ends the marriage. But what do we mean by
“love”? Is it only a feeling, a psychophysical state? Certainly, if that is it, then
we cannot build on anything solid. But if, instead, love is a relationship, then it
is a reality that grows, and we can also say by way of example that it is built up
like a home. And a home is built together, not alone! To build something here
means to foster and aid growth. Dear engaged couples, you are preparing to
grow together, to build this home, to live together forever. You do not want to
found it on the sand of sentiments, which come and go, but on the rock of true
love, the love that comes from God. The family is born from this plan of love, it
wants to grow just as a home is built, as a place of affection, of help, of hope,
of support. As the love of God is stable and forever, so too should we want the
love on which a family is based to be stable and forever. Please, we mustn’t let

ourselves be overcome by the “culture of the provisory”! Today this culture
invades us all, this culture of the temporary. This is not right!
How, then, does one cure this fear of the “forever”? One cures it day by day,
by entrusting oneself to the Lord Jesus in a life that becomes a daily spiritual
journey, made in steps — little steps, steps of shared growth — it is
accomplished through a commitment to becoming men and women who are
mature in faith. For, dear engaged couples, “forever” is not only a question of
duration! A marriage is not successful just because it endures; quality is
important. To stay together and to know how to love one another forever is
the challenge for Christian couples. What comes to mind is the miracle of the
multiplication of the loaves: for you too, the Lord can multiply your love and
give it to you fresh and good each day. He has an infinite reserve! He gives you
the love that stands at the foundation of your union and each day he renews
and strengthens it. And he makes it ever greater when the family grows with
children. On this journey prayer is important, it is necessary, always: he for her,
she for him and both together. Ask Jesus to multiply your love. In the prayer of
the Our Father we say: “Give us this day our daily bread”. Spouses can also
learn to pray like this: “Lord, give us this day our daily love”, for the daily love
of spouses is bread, the true bread of the soul, what sustains them in going
forward. And the prayer: can we practice to see if we know how to say it?
“Lord give us this day our daily love”. All together! [couples: “Lord give us this
day our daily love”] One more time! [couples: “Lord give us this day our daily
love”]. This is the prayer for engaged couples and spouses. Teach us to love
one another, to will good to the other! The more you trust in him, the more
your love will be “forever”, able to be renewed, and it will conquer every
difficulty. This was what I thought I would like to say to you, responding to your
question. Thank you!
Living together: The ‘style’ of married life
This question was asked by Stefano and Valentina, two young people from
Ciociaria. “Your Holiness, everyday life together is beautiful, it gives joy, and
support. But it is a challenge to face. We believe that we need to learn how to
love one another. There is a “style” of life as a couple, a spirituality of daily life
that we want to take on. Can you help us in this Holy Father?” The Pope
responded:

Living together is an art, a patient, beautiful, fascinating journey. It does not
end once you have won each other’s love... Rather, it is precisely there where
it begins! This journey of every day has a few rules that can be summed up in
three phrases which you already said, phrases which I have already repeated
many times to families, and which you have already learned to use among
yourselves: May I — that is, “can I”, you said — thank you, and I’m sorry.
“Can I, may I?” This is the polite request to enter the life of another with
respect and care. One should learn how to ask: may I do this? Would you like
for us to do this? Should we take up this initiative, to educate our children in
this way? Do you want to go out tonight? ... In short, to ask permission means
to know how to enter with courtesy into the lives of others. Pay attention to
this: to know how to enter with courtesy into the lives of others. It’s not easy,
not easy at all. Sometimes, however, manners are used in a heavy way, like
hiking boots! True love does not impose itself harshly and aggressively. In
the Fioretti of St Francis we find this expression: “For know, dear brother, that
courtesy is one of the attributes of God, for courtesy is the sister of charity, it
extinguisheth hatred and kindleth love” (Ch. 37). Yes, courtesy kindles love.
And today in our families, in our world, which is frequently violent and
arrogant, there is so much need for courtesy. And this can begin at home.
“Thank you”. It seems so easy to say these words, but we know that it is not.
But it is important! We teach it to children, but then we ourselves forget it!
Gratitude is an important sentiment! Do you remember the Gospel of Luke? An
old woman once said to me in Buenos Aires: “gratitude is a flower that grows
on a noble ground”. Nobility of soul is necessary so that this flower might
grow. Do you remember the Gospel of Luke? Jesus heals ten lepers and then
only one returns to say thank you to Jesus. The Lord says: and the other nine,
where are they? This also holds true for us: do we know how to give thanks? In
your relationship, and tomorrow in married life, it is important to keep alive
the awareness that the other person is a gift from God — and for the gifts of
God we say thank you! — We must always give thanks for them. And in this
interior attitude one says thank you to the other for everything. It is not a kind
word to use with strangers, to show you are polite. You need to know how to
say thank you in order to go forward in a good way together in married life.
The third: “I’m sorry”. In life we err frequently, we make many mistakes. We all
do. Wait, maybe someone here has never made a mistake? Raise your hand if
you are that someone, there: a person who has never made a mistake? We all

do it! All of us! Perhaps not a day goes by without making some mistake. The
Bible says that the just man sins seven times a day. And, thus, we make
mistakes... Hence the need to use these simple words: “I’m sorry”. In general
each of us is ready to accuse the other and to justify ourselves. This began with
our father Adam, when God asks him: “Adam, have you eaten of the fruit?”.
“Me? No! It was her, she gave it to me!” Accusing the other to avoid saying
“I’m sorry”, “forgive me”. It’s an old story! It is an instinct that stands at the
origin of so many disasters. Let us learn to acknowledge our mistakes and to
ask for forgiveness. “Forgive me if today I raised my voice”; “I’m sorry if I
passed without greeting you”; “excuse me if I was late”, “if this week I was very
silent”, “if I spoke too much without ever listening”; “excuse me if I forgot”;
“I’m sorry I was angry and I took it out on you”... We can say many “I’m sorry”s
every day. In this way, too, a Christian family grows. We all know that the
perfect family does not exist, nor a perfect husband or wife... we won’t even
speak about a perfect mother-in-law. We sinners exist. Jesus, who knows us
well, teaches us a secret: don’t let a day end without asking forgiveness,
without peace returning to our home, to our family. It is normal for husband
and wife to quarrel, but there is always something, we had quarrelled...
Perhaps you were mad, perhaps plates flew, but please remember this: never
let the sun go down without making peace! Never, never, never! This is a
secret, a secret for maintaining love and making peace. Pretty words are not
necessary... Sometimes just a simple gesture and... peace is made. Never let a
day end... for if you let the day end without making peace, the next day what is
inside of you is cold and hardened and it is even more difficult to make peace.
Remember: never let the sun go down without making peace! If we learn to
say sorry and ask one another for forgiveness, the marriage will last and move
forward. When elderly couples, celebrating 50 years together, come to
audiences or Mass here at Santa Marta I ask them: “Who supported whom?”
This is beautiful! Everyone looks at each other, they look at me and say:
“Both!”. And this is beautiful! This is a beautiful witness!
The style of celebrating marriage
The last question was asked by Miriam and Marco, a young engaged couple
from Massa Carrara, “Your Holiness, in these months we are preparing for our
wedding. Can you give us some advice on how to celebrate our marriage
well?”. The Pope answered:

Make it a real celebration — because marriage is a celebration — a Christian
celebration, not a worldly feast! The Gospel of John points to the most
profound reason for joy on that day: do you remember the miracle at the
wedding in Cana? At a certain point there was no more wine and the
celebration seemed to be ruined. Imagine drinking tea at the end of a
celebration! No, it’s not good! There is no party without wine! At Mary’s
suggestion, in that moment Jesus reveals himself for the first time and gives a
sign: he transforms water into wine, thus saving the wedding feast. What
happened in Cana 2,000 years ago, happens today at every wedding
celebration: that which makes your wedding full and profoundly true will be
the presence of the Lord who reveals himself and gives his grace. It is his
presence that offers the “good wine”, he is the secret to full joy, that which
truly warms the heart. It is the presence of Jesus at the celebration. May it be a
beautiful celebration, but with Jesus! Not with a worldly spirit, no! You can feel
it when the Lord is there.
At the same time, however, it is good that your wedding be simple and make
what truly important stand out. Some are more concerned with the exterior
details, with the banquet, the photographs, the clothes, the flowers... These
are important for a celebration, but only if they point to the real reason for
your joy: the Lord’s blessing on your love. Make it so that, like the wine in
Cana, the exterior signs of your celebration reveal the Lord’s presence and
remind you and everyone present of the origin and the reason for your joy.
But there is something that you said that I would like to address immediately
because I do not want to let it slip away. Marriage is also an everyday task, I
could say a craftsman’s task, a goldsmith’s work, because the husband has the
duty of making the wife more of a woman and the wife has the duty of making
the husband more of a man. Growing also in humanity, as man and woman.
And this you do together. This is called growing together. This does not come
out of thin air! The Lord blesses it but it comes from your hands, from your
attitudes, from your way of loving each other. To make us grow! Always act so
that the other may grow. Work at this. And thus, I don’t know, I am thinking of
you that one day you will walk along the streets of your town and the people
will say: “Look at that beautiful woman, so strong!...”. “With the husband that
she has, it’s understandable!”. And to you too: “Look at him and how he is!...”.
“With the wife he has, I can understand why!” It’s this, reaching this point:
making one another grow together, one another. And the children will have

the inheritance of having a father and a mother who grew together, making
each other — one another — more of a man and more of a woman!
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