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Section1: Introduction 

Catholic marriage is a sacred covenant, deeply rooted in faith and tradition. However, in 
Vermont, Catholic marriages have seen a notable decline, mirroring national trends. 
Despite a growing Catholic population in the US, the number of sacramental marriages 
continues to decrease, raising concerns about engagement in faith-based unions. 

This report examines current statistics on Catholic marriages in Vermont, explores 
national trends, and proposes pastoral strategies to revitalize Sacramental marriage 
participation in our parishes. Through education, outreach, and enhanced marriage 
preparation, we can strengthen Catholic marriages and support couples in their lifelong 
commitment. 
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Section 2: Current Situation of Catholic Marriages in 
Vermont 

Catholic Marriage Statistics 

Data from the Diocese of Burlington reveals the number of marriages conducted over the 
last three years across different deaneries in Vermont: 

Deanery 
# of Catholic Marriages (Last 3 

Years) 

Addison 21 

Bennington 45 

Capital 61 

Chittenden 52 

Franklin 41 

Northeast 45 

Rutland 30 

Windsor 79 

Winooski 53 

Despite these numbers, the decline is significant—Catholic marriages have dropped 70% 
nationally between 1969 and 2019, even as the Catholic population grew by nearly 20 
million. In 1970, the average diocese celebrated 2,873 marriages, whereas in 2020, that 
number had fallen to just 511 per diocese. 
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Marriage Trends in Vermont 

In 2023, Vermont saw a total of 4,654 marriages, 418 fewer than in 2022. While Vermont's 
marriage rate (7.2 per 1,000 residents) remains above the national average (6.1 per 
1,000 residents), Catholic marriages continue to decline. Some key observations: 

• 37.7% of Vermont marriages were between out-of-state residents. 
 

• 67% of all marriages were first-time marriages for both applicants. 
 

• Civil marriages accounted for 67% of all weddings, reflecting a preference for non-
religious ceremonies. 
 

• The fall season is the most popular time for weddings in Vermont. 

This decline is influenced by changing cultural attitudes, reduced Mass attendance, and 
difficulty in finding like-minded Catholic partners. 
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Section 3: Trends in Catholic Marriages 

Graph Representation 

The graph below shows the declining number of Catholic marriages in the U.S. over 
several decades, alongside annulment cases. 

• 1985: 348,300 Catholic marriages → 60,691 annulments 
• 1995: 294,144 Catholic marriages → 57,018 annulments 
• 2005: 207,112 Catholic marriages → 33,727 annulments 
• 2011: 163,775 Catholic marriages → 25,088 annulments 

This decline reflects broader cultural shifts, including fewer young Catholics practicing 
their faith, changing perceptions of marriage, and a rise in civil unions. 

 

 

This visualization 
underscores the 
steep decline in 
Catholic marriages 
despite population 
growth. The 
numbers suggest 
that many Catholic 
couples are opting 
for civil unions or 
non-sacramental 
ceremonies, often 
due to a lack of 
awareness, 

preparation, or engagement in their faith. 

 

Key Factors Affecting Catholic Marriage Trends 

• Secularization of Marriage: More couples see marriage as a legal contract rather 
than a sacramental union. Traditionally, marriage has been seen as a sacred 
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covenant, especially within religious contexts like Catholicism, where it is 
considered a sacramental union blessed by God. However, in recent years, there 
has been a noticeable decline in the number of sacramental marriages, reflecting 
broader cultural shifts. Many couples now prioritize the legal and practical aspects 
of marriage, such as financial stability, legal rights, and social recognition, over its 
spiritual and religious significance.  
 

• Delayed Marriage Age: Many young adults are postponing marriage, prioritizing 
career stability and financial security. In recent years, there has been a 
noticeable shift in the age at which individuals choose to marry. Many young adults 
are opting to delay marriage until they feel more secure in their careers and 
finances. This decision is often influenced by several factors, including the desire to 
achieve professional goals, accumulate savings, and establish a stable foundation 
before committing to a lifelong partnership. Additionally, the changing cultural 
attitudes towards marriage and the increasing acceptance of non-traditional 
relationship structures have contributed to this trend. Young adults today are more 
likely to prioritize personal growth and independence, viewing marriage as a step to 
be taken once they have achieved a certain level of stability and self-sufficiency. 
 

• Interfaith Marriages: Increasing numbers of Catholics marry non-Catholics, 
sometimes choosing a neutral wedding format. 
 

• Declining Parish Engagement: Fewer young Catholics attend Mass or participate 
in parish life, reducing their likelihood of pursuing a Church wedding. 

Understanding these patterns will help clergy adapt pastoral approaches to address 
these challenges. 

A link to the USCCB’s webpage concerning marriage research; 
https://www.usccb.org/committees/laity-marriage-family-life-and-youth/research-
findings 

  

https://www.usccb.org/committees/laity-marriage-family-life-and-youth/research-findings
https://www.usccb.org/committees/laity-marriage-family-life-and-youth/research-findings
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Section 4: Strengthening Sacramental Marriages in 
Parishes 

Strategies for Clergy & Parish Leaders 

So, what can we do to counteract this decline. My inclination is that parishes must 
focus on education, outreach, and marriage enrichment. 

1. Enhancing Marriage Preparation 

• Consider an approach similar to what is used to prepare priests for their vocation 
and ministry. This usually entails many years of study, formation, and 
discernment. Why is it that many Catholics feel that a six- or twelve-month 
program is to long?  What can we do to encourage young teenagers and young 
adults in taking a deeper and more thoughtful process into discerning the marriage 
vocation? 
 

• Expand Pre-Cana programs to offer deeper formation in theology, relationship 
skills, and spiritual commitment. 
 

• Promote Natural Family Planning (NFP) as a faith-centered approach to marital 
love and family life. Please visit the diocesan webpage on Natural Family Planning 
to find a provider in your area. They would be willing to visit your parish and offer a 
quick overview of the various NFP practices. 
 

• Encourage mentorship by experienced Catholic couples to guide engaged 
couples in their journey. Since there are so few Sacramental Marriages in the 
parishes, I would suggest that each deanery, consider during your meetings, a few 
married couples in your parishes that you could approach and ask if they would 
consider adopting mentor roles in the deanery. I am sure that between the parish 
and diocese, we can both provide sufficient resources for their formation and 
discernment in this active role. 

2. Parish & Diocesan Outreach 

• Actively promote Sacramental marriage in parish communications, homilies, and 
digital outreach. There are many sources for assistance in these areas, such as, the 
USCCB and the Diocesan websites. 
 



   
 

 8  
 

• Form young adult ministry groups focused on marriage preparation with a faith-
centered approach. Host singles events for like-minded individuals in a welcoming 
setting, such as a square dance party. 
 

• Offer personalized engagement to couples hesitant about choosing a Church 
wedding. What is it that is holding them back from having a Sacramental Marriage? 

3. Marriage Support & Enrichment 

• Host Catholic marriage retreats and workshops to strengthen marriages after the 
wedding day. We recently held an afternoon session with recently married couples 
(five years or less) in which the Bishop listened to their ideas and concerns 
regarding the vocation of marriage. It was an extremely rewarding and engaging 
experience for all who attended. Something like this could be held quarterly or 
biannually at your parish. Some open discussion and instruction on marriage 
concluding with fellowship and a potluck meal. 
 

• Provide ongoing pastoral care to married couples, reinforcing the sacramental 
nature of their union. Pastoral care can take many forms, including regular check-
ins with couples, offering marriage enrichment programs, and creating 
opportunities for couples to engage in faith-based activities together. By doing so, 
the Church can help couples navigate the challenges of married life while keeping 
their focus on the spiritual and sacramental aspects of their union. 

By prioritizing these initiatives, clergy can help couples rediscover the beauty and 
commitment of a faith-filled marriage. 
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Section 5: Recommendations & Action Plan 

Action Steps for Parishes 

1. Collect Parish Data: Survey couples and parishioners to better understand the 
challenges preventing Church weddings. 
 

2. Strengthen Catechesis on Marriage: Provide clearer teachings on the 
sacramental nature of marriage through parish education programs and in your 
homilies. 
 

3. Expand Evangelization Efforts: Engage young Catholics before engagement to 
build a foundation for future marriages. 
 

4. Develop Marriage Support Ministries: Foster long-term spiritual growth for 
married couples, helping them strengthen their commitment. 
 

5. Collaborate with Catholic Schools & Institutions: Integrate Catholic marriage 
teachings into high school & college-level faith formation. 

Conclusion: A Call to Action 

Catholic Sacramental marriage remains a beautiful and sacred vocation, but its decline 
demands urgent attention from clergy and parish leaders. By renewing our pastoral 
approach, embracing modern evangelization strategies, and supporting married 
couples, we can restore a thriving culture of Sacramental marriage in Vermont. As 
clergy and parish leaders, we have the opportunity and responsibility to guide couples 
toward a lifelong union rooted in faith, love, and commitment to God. 

 

Let’s work together to reignite faith-centered unions, guiding couples toward a lifelong 
marriage rooted in Christ’s love. 

 


