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INTRODUCTION 

With the rapid expansion in population and globalization throughout the centuries, as 

well as the developments in transportation and technology, peoples of different nations have 

crossed over to the other parts of world and formed new, distinct communities. It is not 

uncommon to find families and even an entire country of mixed races. More often than not, 

when we consider the compatibility of two persons for marriage, we tend to look at religious 

factors last. Interreligious and mixed marriages are a prevalent phenomenon. In canonical 

terms, interreligious marriage is between a Catholic and an unbaptized non-Catholic, meaning 

the latter is of an entirely different religion; while mixed marriage is between a Catholic and a 

baptized non-Catholic. In the last decade, about 40% of Catholics are in mixed or interreligious 

marriages. 1  This phenomenon is significantly new in light of the historical feuds among 

religions, and even at present there remain some contention and reservations towards it. This 

dissertation goes over the development and approval of these marriages from the perspective 

of the Roman Catholic church, tackles the particular and complex requirements for its 

validation, and examines the family dynamics in such unions. At its end, it aims to alleviate, to 

some extent, contentions towards interreligious and mixed marriages, particularly the threat of 

‘perversion’ a non-Catholic spouse poses on the piety and faith of the Roman Catholic spouse 

and their children, and on the overall unity of the family.   

CHAPTER I. VIEWS OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH ON MIXED AND 

INTERRELIGIOUS MARRIAGE 

In Scripture, we find instances of inter-faith relationship in the cases of Esau, Moses, 

Solomon and Esther2. Although not all instances are explicitly condemned, there are verses 

indicating prohibitions against such relations. Commonly quoted verses are: “You shall not 

intermarry with them, giving daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, for 

they will turn away your sons from following me, to serve other gods”;3 and “Do not be 

unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership can righteousness have with 

lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness?”4 This in part emphasizes Israel’s 

being a “holy people” “set apart” from other nations.  

§1. Early Church Views 

Either in strict adherence to these commands or by other reasons, the early Catholic 

Church Councils considered non-believers as heretics or schismatics, strongly forbidding 

                                                
1 Julie H. Rubio, Family Ethics: Practices for 
Christians (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2010), 221. 

2 Gn 26:34, Nm 12:1, 1 Kgs 3:1, Est 2:17-18 
3 Dt 7:3-4 (ESV) 
4 2 Cor 6:14. See also Ex 34:12-16; Ezr 9:2 
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mixed marriages. Such marriages were described as “detestable which Holy Mother Church 

has condemned and interdicted,” and “illicit and destructive because of the disgraceful sharing 

in sacramental matters” and the danger of perversion it poses to Catholics and their offspring, 

including the “loss of their souls.”5 Nonetheless, the Church permitted marriage with these 

heretics and infidels if they converted to the orthodox faith. A decree by the Council of 

Laodicea (343-381 A.D.) says, “It behooveth not to marry heretics, or to give sons and 

daughters to them; let them be accepted only if they promise to become Christians.”6  

In the medieval era, during the 12th to 13th centuries, Catholic tradition began to 

recognize marriage as a natural right of both the faithful and the unbeliever, adding that a 

sacramentum or “something holy” exists in their marriage, although imperfect.7 The pope 

occasionally granted dispensations to allow such marriages under the agreement that: the 

heretic must give a formal declaration in writing promising the Catholic to be free to practice 

and raise their children in the Catholic faith; and the Catholic, aside from carrying out these 

promises, must also “employ effective means to procure the conversion of the non-Catholic 

spouse.”8  

§2. Church Reconsiders: Revised Canon Law in 1966 

By the time of the 1917 Code of Canon Law, although the Church remained that it and 

the divine law itself forbid everywhere such unions, still referring to the unbaptized as “a 

member of a heretical or schismatical sect,” it replaced the necessity of conversion with the 

non-Catholic party guaranteeing “to remove all danger of perversion from the Catholic party,” 

and both parties promising to have their offspring baptized and educated as Catholics. 9  

Decades later, revisions were made so as to both scrupulously observe the principles of Divine 

law and respect the right of all individuals to contract marriages. The Vatican Council also 

respected the individual right to religious freedom in which “all men are to be immune from 

coercion…in such wise that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own 

beliefs.”10 While again maintaining that such relations are discouraged, the Canon Law in 

                                                
5 Pope Gregory XVI. Enyclical Quas Vestro. April 
30, 1841. Papal Encyclicals. 
http://www.papalencyclicals.net/greg16/g16quasv.
htm (accessed September 9, 2017), §1,8  
6 Vimal Tirimanna. “A Few Theological And 
Pastoral Perspectives of Interfaith Marriages”. 
FABC Office of Theological Concerns, 1990. 
http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc_papers_1
27.pdf (accessed August 21, 2017), 12. 
7 Ibid. 

8 Francis Hyland, Excommunication, Its Nature, 
Historical Development and Effects (Washington, 
D.C.: Catholic University of America, 2013), 56-
58. 
9 John P. Beal. New Commentary on the Code of 
Canon Law) New York: Paulist Press, 2000), 1346. 
10 Second Vatican Council, Declaration Dignitatis 
Humanae, December 7, 1965, The Holy See, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vati
can_council/documents/vat-
ii_decl_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html 
(accessed August 19, 2017), §2. 
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1966, under the “Instruction on Mixed Marriages,” consented with the conditions of: 

safeguarding the Catholic spouse’s faith and the Catholic upbringing and education of their 

offspring; informing the non-Catholic party of the Catholic doctrine on marriage and of the 

obligations of the Catholic spouse, promising that he or she will not impede the fulfillment of 

said obligations; and adhering to the canonical form of the celebration and its requirements for 

validity.11 

CHAPTER II. REMAINING PERCEPTIONS OF NON-CATHOLICS AND THE 

UNBAPTIZED 

The Church’s granting and the phenomenon of mixed and interreligious marriages is 

not without complexities, challenges, and compromise. This section discusses the Church’s 

distinction of marriage and its relation to baptism, the responsibilities of non-Catholics 

regarding their Catholic family members, and the concern on the influence of a non-Catholic 

to the faith and fidelity of said members. 

§1. Distinction of Marriage: Natural and Sacramental 

Certain requirements for liceity differ according to cases such as in the distinction of 

natural and sacramental marriage. Natural marriage is between a Catholic and an unbaptized 

person, and Sacramental marriage is between a Catholic and a baptized non-Catholic (a 

member of another Christian denomination). Some complications in observing these 

requirements stem from the character of marriage as a sacrament in the Catholic faith. 

A. Sacraments and the Importance of Baptism 

The matrimonial covenant between a man and a woman “is by its nature ordered toward 

the good of the spouses and the procreation and education of offspring; [it] has been raised by 

Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament.”12 In order to take part in the sacraments, the 

participants must be baptized. Baptism is not only a rite of renewal and salvation, but also the 

gate to the other sacraments.13 It is through baptism that a person becomes a member of the 

Body of Christ, “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people,” and can 

receive the sacraments. 14 Marriage between unbaptized people is always a natural non-

sacramental one, while marriage between Catholics are sacramental. But mixed and 

                                                
11 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 
Instruction de Matrimonii Mixtis. March 18, 1966,  
The Holy See, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/
cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19660318_ist
r-matrimoni-misti_en.html (accessed August 19, 
2017). 

12 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1601.  
13 Cormac Burke, “Sacramentality and Faith,” In 
The Theology of Marriage: Personalism, Doctrin, 
and Canon Law. (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 2015), 5.  
14 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1267-9  
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interreligious marriages face a few canonical problems, more so for the latter. 15  Much 

particularities are given in handling this impediment called disparity of cult, which requires the 

express permission or dispensation by the local ordinary or an ecclesiastical authority for the 

validity of the marriage.16 This permission is granted upon affirming that both parties are aware 

of the conditions and obligations enumerated in the Instruction on Mixed Marriage.   

The Church recognizes that every person has a natural right to marry, with the desire of 

seeking out a partner and to have children a part of being human, thus it cannot be restricted to 

Christians alone. However, natural human realities are altered, elevated, and perfected by 

Christ’s grace, experienced through the saving mysteries.14 In brief, both natural and 

sacramental marriage are a sharing of life, have at its ends “the good of the spouses” and “the 

procreation and education of children,” have the essential properties of marriage—unity and 

indissolubility—and have exclusive and perpetual consent of the parties.17 The difference is 

that sacramental marriage “has a higher dignity…the sacramental character of the bond 

signifies a consecration to a new state in the church, and the properties of marriage obtain a 

particular firmness.”14  

§2. Responsibilities of Non-Catholics Regarding Roman Catholic Family Members  

A. Knowledge, Consent, and the Celebration 

As discussed, the Canon Law instructs that the non-Catholic must be informed of and 

must consent to the Catholic spouse’s obligations and promises to the Church. These include 

the prevention of the Catholic from defecting from the faith, the upbringing of their children, 

and the purposes and properties of marriage. Onto the ceremony itself, further rules apply. 

Among them, the ceremony must strictly be contracted in the presence of a local ordinary, 

pastor, priest, or a deacon;18 and celebrated in a parish church or a suitable place permitted by 

the pastor.19 It is prohibited to have another religious celebration of the same marriage, or to 

have a simultaneous celebration in the presence of a Catholic and a non-Catholic minister 

exercising their respective rites.20 Understandably, such rules may bring about opposition from 

the non-Catholic who, for example, wants to get married in her own church or to raise her 

children in her faith. The Council gives certain considerations in the part of the non-Catholic 

                                                
15 Patrick Viscuso and Kristopher Willumsen, 
“Marriage Between Christians and Non-Christians: 
Orthodox and Roman Catholic Perspectives.” 
Journal of Ecumenical Studies 31, no. 3-4 (1994): 
275. 

16 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1635. 
17 CIC 1983, cc. 1055-1057 
18 Ibid., cc. 1108, §1  
19 Ibid., cc. 1118 
20 Ibid., cc. 1127, §3 
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so as to avoid dire conflict. Exemption from exercising the canonical form of matrimony is 

granted in the event of grave difficulties.20  

B. Dispensation of Canonical Form due to ‘Grave Difficulties’ 

What constitutes as a grave difficulty is at the discretion of the Catholic ordinary, with 

the final granting judged by the bishop. Should it be granted, the Catholic party must inform 

the ordinary of the place and public form in which the wedding was celebrated for validity.21 

As for the faith of their children, the revised code following the 1917 code omitted the 

requirement of moral certainty that the Catholic’s promises would be fulfilled. Instead, the 

Catholic must promise to “do all in his or her power” to see to the baptism and Catholic 

education of their children, not to guarantee that these efforts will be successful.9 Likewise, the 

conversion of the non-Catholic spouse is not demanded, but it is greatly welcomed by the 

church.22  

§3. Influence of a Non-Catholic to Catholic Faith and Fidelity of Family 

The modern era has evidently rescinded olden views of non-Catholics as heretics and 

schismatics. Nonetheless there remain opposing perspectives on whether the Church can view 

mixed and interreligious marriages in a positive light, or deem it to be a cause of division 

among Christians.23 To discuss whether or not non-Catholic spouses do prompt to some extent 

a perversion of the piety and faith of their Catholic spouses and children, this section examines 

articles on the relation between spouses and the family dynamics occurring in mixed and 

interfaith families.   

A. Interfaith Dialogue: Opportunities and Positive Elements 

In 2016, Pope Francis published an apostolic exhortation entitled “Amoris Laetitia” 

which discusses the common family situations experienced in recent years, including the 

controversial topics of abortion, divorce, gay marriage, and interfaith marriage. In light of 

marriages involving disparity of cult, the pope regards it as a “privileged place for interreligious 

dialogue in everyday life.”24 This dialogue is an opportunity no longer to “sanctify” the non-

Catholic spouse, but simply “to start a positive dialogue about faith.”25 Through ecumenical 

                                                
21 Ibid., cc. 1127, §2 
22 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1637 
23 John B. Sheerin and Thomas F. Stransky. Doing 
The Truth In Charity: Statements Of Pope Paul VI, 
Popes John Paul I, John Paul II, And The 

Secretariat For Promoting Christian Unity, 1964-
1980 (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), 139. 
24 Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia, 
March 19, 2016, The Holy See, 
http://m.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/ 
apost_exhortations/ s/documents/papa-
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dialogue Christian communities aim to help mixed couples overcome tensions in their 

obligations towards their respective ecclesial communities, celebrating what is common to 

them in faith and respecting what separates them.26 Douglas Pratt states that interreligious 

dialogue is perhaps the most significant development in the sphere of religions which are 

embracing a new way of regarding and understanding each other, deviating from and possibly 

overcoming the historical hostility that arose from religious diversity.27 He categorizes the 

positive elements, or theological rationales, of such dialogue into: contextual, communal, 

theocentric, responsive, and salvific.28  

Contextual touches on openness to treating “others” as “neighbors,” to affirming 

compatible values, and to promoting religious plurality and inclusivism.27 Communal or the 

quest for community exercises cooperative relationships for social harmony and security 

through mutual learning and intentional engagement.29 Theocentricity is founded on mirroring 

God as the one Creator who delights in the diversity of creation and possesses an encompassing 

love; and as Trinity whose relationality likewise “calls Christians to human relationship with 

their many neighbors.”30 The responsive element asserts that, because of the universal innate 

human quest for the divine, there is a human capacity to respond to the divine revelation. Hence 

in dialogue, the Christian serves as a modality of being open to God, deepening and enriching 

the faith of the other.31 Lastly, the salvific element emphasizes that because God’s salvific 

intention is for all, the dialogue should lead others to embracing this redemption, rather than 

upholding Christianity as the sole means of receiving it.30 These elements are ideally to be 

applied in interfaith dialogues not only in a domestic setting but also on a global scale.  

B. Family Dynamics 

This final portion looks at the compromises between Catholic and non-Catholic spouses, 

their upbringing of and relationship with their children, and, to some extent, the role religious 

indifferences play in divorce. There is less risk of conflict and of compromise between baptized 

persons since there is few, even negligible, variance in the fundamental beliefs of Christian 

                                                
francesco_esortazione-ap_20160319_amoris-
laetitia_en.pdf (accessed August 20, 2017), §238 
25Anna Momigliano. "Pope Francis Just Made It A 
Little Easier For Catholics To Marry 
Jews," Haaretz.Com. April 10, 2016, 
http://www.haaretz.com/jewish/features/.premium-
1.713693 (accessed August 20, 2017). 

26Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1636 

27 Douglas Pratt. Being Open, Being Faithful: The 
Journey Of Interreligious Dialogue (Geneva: 
World Council Of Churches Publications, 2014), 
xi. 
28 Ibid., 93. 
29 Ibid., 94. 
30 Ibid., 95. 
31 Ibid., 96 
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sects. Nonetheless, that same risk can be mitigated in partnership with religions that embrace 

interfaith union. For example, Hinduism considers beliefs and perceptions of God as an 

individual matter, and has always accepted the coexistence of other faiths. Moreover, Hinduism 

does not impose any obligations of faith on the non-Hindu partner. Buddhism likewise allows 

interfaith marriages. On the other hand, while Islam permits a Muslim male to marry a Jew or 

Christian who religiously practices her faith, it is openly averse to interfaith marriages and 

requires their offspring to be raised in Islam. The laws of the Qur’an can be more taxing on the 

nonmember compared to those of the Canon Law.32   

While parents have the responsibility of inculcating and nurturing the spiritual life of 

their children, children must nevertheless be given free rein in their convictions. “The dominant 

assumption of most texts is that children will come to appreciate the opportunity to practice 

their faith with their parents, if only their parents will answer the demands of their calling.”33 

Having to choose one parent’s religion over the other’s often leaves the child feeling guilty or 

confused, as well as sadness for the latter parent. Still, there are cases in which exposure to the 

other’s tradition prompts that party to a fruitful questioning and deeper appreciation of her own 

faith.34  

Although there is no foolproof method for raising an interfaith family entirely free of 

conflict, Susan Miller cites that it is possible for the celebration of two religions in a home to 

enrich and strengthen its members.35 This, first, promotes transparency about differences and 

encourages family unity. When neither religion is suppressed, the child is allowed to identify 

equally to both sides and is given liberty to decide what to believe. Second, it gives the extended 

family equal weight. Being open to both religions allows the celebration of their respective 

rites in family gatherings, not isolating any member from either side.34 

The precautions and distinctions held by the Church towards mixed and interfaith 

marriages are fairly concerned with the risk of separation, religious indifference, and especially 

the faith and salvation of the children.36 Thomas Aquinas held that the bond of marriage 

between two baptized persons, by virtue of its sacramental character, is far stronger than that 

                                                
32 Vimal Tirimanna. “A Few Theological And 
Pastoral Perspectives of Interfaith Marriages”. 
FABC Office of Theological Concerns, 1990. 
http://www.fabc.org/fabc%20papers/fabc_papers_1
27.pdf (accessed August 21, 2017), 6. 
33Julie H. Rubio, Family Ethics: Practices for 
Christians (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2010), 220. 

34 Ibid., 223. 
35 Susan Katz Miller, "The Case for Raising Your 
Child With Two Religions,” November 06, 2013, 
Time, http://ideas.time.com/2013/11/06/the-case-
for-raising-your-child-with-two-religions/ 
(accessed August 28, 2017). 
36 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §1634 



 8 
of a marriage of unbelievers.5 Since one’s religion primarily dictates his morals and lifestyle, 

there is no doubt an inevitable degree of dispute in the relationship of mixed or interfaith 

persons. Numerous studies do show that the positive effects of religion and spirituality on 

marital couples, including greater communication, more quality interaction and support, and 

less hostility between partners, are strongest for couples sharing similar religious beliefs and 

practices. 37 Turning to statistics, Covenant Marriage compiles surveys analyzing and 

comparing the levels of the risk of divorce of standard couples (mixed or interfaith) versus that 

of covenant couples (same religion). The study factored in the couple’s religiosity, parental 

divorce, family and peer approval of marriages, education, demographics, past cohabitation, 

and marital history, among others. The results showed that only 8.6% of covenant couples had 

divorced, while 15.4% of standard couples did. It further finds that religiosity—largely of the 

wife’s—was the primary factor for the lower divorce rate of covenant couples, rather than the 

nature of it being a covenant marriage per se. Other results suggest that cohabitation with the 

future spouse, compared to with multiple partners, and family and peer approval of the marriage 

improved the odds of staying together.38  

The causes of divorce found in this research does include disparities in beliefs, but it 

borders not so much on the inhibition of a spouse on the practice of, say, the Catholic faith of 

the other and their children. Rather it may be in the event of insisting a particular belief to 

overrule another, or the disapproval of in-laws.39 Nor does it contest that the odds of divorce 

in interfaith relations can be as low or lower than that in covenant marriages, and that such 

relations can coexist.  

Advices may come across as generic and are easier said than done, but they are 

nevertheless perpetually advocated. One opinion is that couples are to achieve mutual respect, 

appreciation, trust, love, and unity in diversity.40 This relates to the aim of spiritual unity by 

acknowledging the pains and difficulties that come with different beliefs and practices, 

exploring those differences, and “[finding] common ground upon which to build a practice 

consistent with their respective faiths.”39 Similarly, conflicts “can be more easily avoided if 

both husband and wife have a sound knowledge of the Christian nature of marital partnership, 

and if they are properly helped by their respective Church authorities. Even difficulties arising 

in [interfaith marriage] can be overcome through pastoral watchfulness and skill.”41 

                                                
37 Steven L. Nock, Laura Ann Sanchez, and James 
D Wright. Covenant Marriage: The Movement To 
Reclaim Tradition In America (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 81. 
38 Ibid., 117. 
39 Ibid., 214. 

40 Julie H. Rubio, Family Ethics: Practices for 
Christians (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2010), 223. 
41 John B. Sheerin and Thomas F. Stransky. Doing 
The Truth In Charity: Statements Of Pope Paul VI, 
Popes John Paul I, John Paul II, And The 
Secretariat For Promoting Christian Unity, 1964-
1980 (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), 140. 


