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Marriage and Divorce – Prince Charles and Camilla

Fr Francis Marsden

To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty, Catholic Times

“Father, will we be saying prayers for the wedding of Prince Charles and Camilla in our church?”


Imagine the scene: The Guards’ Chapel, Birdcage Walk, London: “Over eight hundred guests, including the Queen Mother and Princess Anne, who had once been wooed by the groom, were on hand to witness the culmination of a seven year romance in holy matrimony. After the service, the newly married couple exited the chapel to the blare of trumpets as they walked beneath the gleam of a sword arch.” 

This occasion, however, was the Roman Catholic wedding of Lt. Col. Andrew Parker Bowles with Camilla Shand, wearing a pure white dress, on 4th July 1973.

Since Diana’s tragic demise, Prince Charles as a widower is free to remarry. However, in the Church’s eyes, Mrs Camilla Parker-Bowles is not, because her husband Andrew, a Catholic, is still alive. They divorced in 1995 and he married Rosemary Pitman in a civil ceremony in 1996.

Had the Parker-Bowles’ marriage been probed for nullity before a diocesan tribunal and found defective from its inception, then a decree of nullity might have left both parties free to marry. However, in the absence of any nullity declaration, the first marriage stands “till death us do part.” 

If, per impossibile, Prince Charles and Camilla asked to be married in the Catholic Church, the request would be declined, because they cannot contract a new sacramental union of matrimony while one of their previous spouses is still alive.

The Archbishop of Westminster’s Press Office issued this statement: “The Royal Family, with their unique role in our national life, are always assured of the goodwill and prayers of the Catholic community. I know that Catholics will join with me at this time in praying for the Prince of Wales and Mrs Parker-Bowles and in wishing them every happiness.” 

This text is low-key and carefully worded. At first glance it appears to be congratulating the couple upon their forthcoming union, but in fact it does not mention it.

Firstly, it assures the Royal Family of Catholic goodwill – always a wise diplomatic move (cf. Spanish Armada, Gunpowder Plot and all that). Secondly, we hope that Prince Charles and Camilla will be happy.

Aye, there’s the rub! Do we wish them merely temporary happiness upon earth, or happiness in eternity too? If the latter, we will pray that they may have the courage and strength to keep God’s laws.

And one of God’s laws is this: “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and whoever marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery.” [Luke 16:18]

Mark’s Gospel records Jesus’ words similarly: "Whoever divorces his wife and marries another, commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery." (10:12, cf Matt 19:1-12)

St Paul emphasises that this command comes from the Lord, not from his own teaching:  

“To the married I give charge, not I but the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband  (but if she does, let her remain single or else be reconciled to her husband) -- and that the husband should not divorce his wife.” (1 Cor 7:11-12)  


This is not some awkward “church regulation” grown up in the course of centuries. It is the solemn teaching of God the Son, recorded in three Gospels and in St Paul.  


The American editor of Christ or Chaos (a monthly Catholic journal), Dr. Thomas A. Droleskey, rushed to condemn both British Cardinals in an article: “If Only King Henry VIII Could Have Waited for Cormac Cardinal Murphy-O'Connor and Keith Cardinal O'Brien.”

“The statements by the two leading prelates in the United Kingdom are at total variance with their duty as bishops and priests to remonstrate with public sinners and to remind their own people that one who is divorced and lacks a decree of nullity may not even consider dating, no less announce an engagement to be re-married,” he fulminated. 

“This is a teachable moment for the bishops of the United Kingdom. Once again, a teachable moment passes without it being used to help to reinforce the indissolubility of a ratified and consummated (ratum et consummatum) sacramental marriage.”

However, pace Dr Drolewsky, this case is not exactly like that of Henry VIII and Ann Boleyn. They were both Catholics in a Catholic Kingdom, so the bishops had a duty to pronounce. In today’s case, neither party belongs to the Church. 

Given the British media’s demonic appetite for any controversy which they can twist to damage the Catholic Church, silence may be the better policy. 

In 1534, of the entire Catholic episcopate only St John Fisher had the courage to stand out against Henry VIII. He won the martyr’s crown, like his patron John the Baptist, who died for opposing Herod’s marriage to the divorced Herodias, his brother’s wife.

The founding impetus of the Anglican communion was undoubtedly Henry VIII’s extramarital desires. A cynic might comment unkindly that the Church of England existed precisely in order to facilitate the desired royal liaisons, and the putting away of royal wives as pleaseth the King’s Majesty. Nevertheless, Anglicanism remains "uncomfortable" with the re-marriage of divorcees.

Canon B30 beautifully presents the traditional Anglican teaching: 

“The Church of England affirms, according to our Lord’s teaching, that marriage is in its nature a union permanent and lifelong, for better for worse, till death them do part, of one man with one woman, to the exclusion of all others on either side, for the procreation and nurture of children, for the hallowing and right direction of the natural instincts and affections, and for the mutual society, help and comfort which the one ought to have of the other, both in prosperity and adversity.”

However the C of E has no annulment procedures, and the number of marriages involving divorcees has been rising steadily since the early 1980s. Now they total 7500 annually, 11% of the total. 

Neither is there any Anglican penalty for divorced-remarried couples, whereas in the Catholic Church they should not receive Holy Communion, unless they live as brother and sister, without causing scandal.

By comparison, 64% of all Methodist weddings now involve at least one divorcee (1998).

The Anglican Synod further loosened the rules in November 2002. It gave local vicars the unenviable task of deciding whether to re-marry divorcees or not. The criteria to be applied in coming to a conscientious decision are as follows:

1. Do the applicants have a clear understanding of the meaning and purpose of marriage?

2. Do the applicants have a mature view of the circumstances of the breakdown of the previous marriage and are they ready to enter wholeheartedly and responsibly into a new relationship?

3. Has there been sufficient healing of the personal and social wounds of marriage breakdown?

4. Would the effects of the proposed marriage on individuals, the wider community and the Church be such as to undermine the credibility of the Church’s witness to marriage?

5. Would permitting the new marriage be tantamount to consecrating an old infidelity?

6. Has either of the parties been divorced more than once?

7. Do the applicants display a readiness to explore the significance of the Christian faith for their lives so that their further marriage is not an isolated contact with the Church?

Should a church remarriage be refused, it is still possible to offer the couple a “Service of Prayer and Dedication after a Civil Marriage.”

One hesitates to comment upon a particular case, but it is possible that the fourth and fifth criteria listed above, posed some difficulty for Prince Charles and Camilla. Hence the Registry Office service at Windsor Guildhall will replace a Church wedding. 

This civil ceremony will then be followed by “a service of prayer and dedication in St. George’s Chapel at which the Archbishop of Canterbury will preside” – fittingly close to the tomb of Henry VIII, Diana’s acolytes may bitterly remark. Others will ask, how can you “dedicate” a sin to God?

The Archbishop of Westminster did not send the Prince and Camilla a letter of congratulations, nor will he attend the reception. "The Archbishop has not been invited. He did not expect to be," said a spokesman. The Palace is more tactful than to send out an invitation which would have to be declined.

The Monarchy reflects and symbolises the nation. Charles and Camilla indeed mirror the state of family life in Britain. 

The latest statistics (2003) record 306,200 marriages and 166,700 divorces. Divorces are running at 54.4% of the marriage rate. Moreover, 48.2% of all marriages involve a previously married partner. Additionally, many cohabit either before or without marrying. The royal couple represent only too well our deeply disordered society. Britain is the divorce capital of Europe.

We do, of course, pray idealistically for Prince Charles and Mrs Parker-Bowles as individuals. May they may enjoy a Platonic friendship, be blessed with the gift of perpetual continence, and live a holy life. 

