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Marriage Catechumenate “Get Started” Training Guide:


Parish(s): 	

Lay Leaders / Mentor Couples Involved: 	



Part 1: Current Landscape
1. What is your parish's current process for marriage preparation?



2. What strengths does your parish already have that can support the catechumenate
model? (e.g., mentor couples, active ministries, hospitality team)



3. What challenges or obstacles do you anticipate?




Part 2: Mapping the Four Stages
Stage 1: Reception (initial contact / welcome / evangelization
Main Goal: How will we make couple feel welcome and introduce them to the parish?

Step 1: How will we welcome couples? (letter from parish, Rite of Presentation,
tour of parish/introduction to staff, etc. )


Step 2: How will we check-in on their walk with Christ? Will you share your testimony?

Step 3: How will we introduce them to the parish community and mentors? (i.e., coaching meeting, Rite of Presentation, invite to parish events, Flocknote, etc.)



Stage 2: Catechumenal Phase (Primary formation; building trust & lay accompaniment)
Main Goal: How will we form couples practically, theologically, and relationally?

Engaged Encounter is the standard retreat for the diocesan policy. If a couple is in a convalidation or a   special circumstance, the priest may selct from one of our virtual retreats. 
See the Convalidations Guide on Clergy Resources. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Step 1: Which “lay accompaniment model” will we use? 


Option 1: Witness to Love	
Option 2: Premarital Inventory Facilitator Couples:	

Note: You may use both options. Premarital inventory facilitator couples often serve as a “second mom or father” and help fulfill a “wisdom gap.” Can you name couples who could potentially serve in this role? (i.e., deacons/wives, retirees, retired or current mental health professionals, etc.) Premarital Inventory Facilitator couples can also act as Witness to Love coaches and do the initial Witness to Love Coachign Session.  


Who will be the parish Marriage Formation Coordinator? 	 

Step 2: Schedule a Pastoral Follow-Up Conversation (to replace the Private Catechesis of Marriage) aka the Theology of Marriage Dinner Discussion Night (Session 5: Witness to Love)
How will we check-in on their walk with Christ?



Step 3: Our diocesan policy requires one NFP Intro Course (virtual or in-person). The pastor can require couples to take the full NFP course (3-5 sessions depending on the method) and has wide discretion to do so, if they choose under their parish policy.

- Fertility Awareness Intro Session (do you have a Fertility Instructor in your parish you can refer to?) Will you require follow-up sessions?

Stage 3: Final Preparation (synthesis and pastoral/spiritual formation)
4. How will we form couples spiritually and pastorally in the last 60 days?

· Couple’s Prayer (will mentor couples model this? ):
· Liturgy planning

· Sacramental preparation / Confession (when?):


Stage 4: Mystagogy (post-wedding accompaniment)
5. How will we continue walking with the couple after the wedding?
What option seems most feasible to do at the parish level? (See p. 9)


Is there a point person or couple who would want to get small groups started for married couples?



Part 3: Equipping the Team + Parish Launch
1. Who is a potential marriage formation coordinator? (Volunteer coordinator, staff, etc.)
Note: Parishes with less than 5 weddings/yr. qualify for a virtual WTL coordinator/coach.



2. Who are potential showcase mentor couples or facilitators?




3. What structure will help us launch? How will we do it? Quarterly check-in/potlucks for team fellowship, pulpit announcements – “Launch Sunday”)





4. Who are local partners that will help us? (nearby parishes, PCCW, Knights, MSHF, etc.)







Timeline of Stages
Reception Stage – varies, first 60 days
-Initial welcome meeting - dialogue & canonical interview
-Registration for required programs (EE, Fertility Intro Course, FOCCUS, Witness to Love)
-Transitional Rite of Presentation (simple blessing at end of mass, introduce couple to parish )
Catechumenal Stage – 6-12 mths
-Lay Accompaniment with Married Couples: (Choose 1 or both)
1. Witness to Love mentoring (4-6 sessions)
2. Pre-marital inventoryFacilitation (1-6 sessions)
-Fertility Intro Course (optional follow-ups)
-EE Retreat or Be More Retreat as alternative:
-Post Retreat Follow-up or Discussion Dinner (Session 4: Witness to Love)
-Transitional Rite of Betrothal (Order of Blessing of Engaged Couple)

Final Preparation – final 60 days
-Couple’s Prayer/Liturgy Planning
-Confession/Optional: Mini Morning or Evening of Reflection
-Rite of Matrimony
Mystagogy – first years of marriage
-Parish Quarterly Date Nights
-Newlywed or Small Groups with Mentor Couple(s)
-Annual Milestone Mass or Annual Marriage Enrichment Retreat
-Optional: One Year Follow-up


Part 4: Parish Strength
What is one unique parish strength you have that will help you launch the Marriage Catechumenate?


One next step you will take as a parish to get started:




Please write your unique strength and one next step on the large sticky pad, and during
lunch we will each get a chance for each parish to share their unique strength/one next step.





Thank you for your hard work and participation! It will bear fruit in the lives of the families in your parish for generations to come.

Most Frequently Asked Questions:


1. What lay accompaniment program should I use?
The Diocese of Lincoln requires one form of parish-based lay accompaniment under its new policy. Lay accompaniment is an umbrella term describing married couples walking alongside couples. The Diocese endorses Witness to Love or trained inventory facilitator couples as approved models of lay accompaniment.

2. How do I use both Witness to Love and FOCCUS?
If you use Witness to Love, completion of a premarital inventory is still required. Please refer to the joint resource document, created by Witness to Love and FOCCUS which outlines how to use the two together. FOCCUS is a premarital inventory that’s intended to spot areas of disagreement. Witness to Love is peer-to-peer mentoring for long-term support and bridging into the parish. These tools are not interchangeable, but they are designed to work together. Witness to Love fulfills the lay accompaniment requirement. FOCCUS or completion of another approved premarital inventory remains a requirement for assessing readiness. Clergy may facilitate if your parish already uses mentor couples.

3. What is the difference between mentor couples vs. “facilitator couples”? Do we need both?
a. Mentor couples is a specific term used by Witness to Love. A mentor couple is not assigned, but chosen by the engaged couple for
mentoring. They do not need to be trained, but will be coached by the Marriage Formation Coordinator. . Facilitator couples is a term specific to FOCCUS, because they are not mentoring, but are facilitating an inventory review. They are assigned, and they are trained.
b. In order to avoid confusion: it is recommended that the term “Mentor
Couple” only be used for the Witness to Love role and that “FOCCUS Facilitator” be used for the FOCCUS inventory.

c. A FOCCUS Facilitator Couple may act as a “coach” to overview the Witness to Love Process as well. They would need to be trained to do this.
The priest may also stand in as a facilitator, as long as there is a form of lay accompaniment involved, i.e., Witness to Love mentoring.

4. Who is the Marriage Formation Coordinator? What do they do?
The Marriage Formation Coordinator is recruited by the pastor to offer overall coordination of Witness to Love at the parish level. Their primary job is to coach the engaged couples and mentor couples in the overall process. They
meet once with them both for a “coaching session” (1 hour) and give an
overview of the process, i.e., use the app and to use the workbook. They also order the workbooks, keep track of the couples (via the app), and are on stand-by to answer questions. This is not the same as the mentor couple role; but the
Marriage Formation Coordinator could offer mentoring if they wish.

5. Why does the Diocese only require an NFP Intro Course and not mandate the full course? Are pastors allowed to mandate it at the parish level?
Very few dioceses across the United States mandate the full NFP course, and our Diocese has historically never mandated the full course due to lack of
instructors and compliance amongst users. Yes, the pastor does have wide discretion to mandate the full course (3-5 follow-up sessions after the intro course) under the parish policy.

6. What are the requirements? What is encouraged, but not required?
The clear requirements are listed under the D. The Catechumenal Pathways for Married Life encourages dioceses to implement a structure that is both flexible and adaptable to local parish needs, which is why our policy allows pastoral discretion.


7. How do I get trained in Witness to Love? How do I train a couple in FOCCUS?
a. Go on their website – www.witnesstolove.org and purchase “Parish Certification Training” under the store. 3 seats or licenses are available per training. It is available in Spanish and Vietnamese.
b. You can request to train a couple as a FOCCUS Facilitator here. FOCCUS is offering the Diocesan Marriage e of Lincoln a 50% off discount, of $95 (vs the regular $195) for online training until July 1, 2026. This
discount will be applied automatically. The new facilitators will get a new FOCCUS account set up, plus a training manual shipped to them.
c. Online Facilitator Training in Spanish will be available Aug. 1, 2025.

8. How do I make Witness to Love widely known in my parish?
You can purchase a WTL Parish Promotional Packet (50 for $60, 100 for
$86, or 150 for $141); includes bulletin/pulpit announcements, brochures, pew cards, daily examen prayer for couples. Or you can write your own annoucements.



9. What about convalidations and irregular cases?
An updated form for Convalidations is now available under Clergy Resources. (It is not listed on our Family Life website due to abuses of couples “trying to get out” of the in-person Engaged Encounter).

10. Is Engaged Encounter required for everyone?
Engaged Encounter remains the standard retreat option under diocesan policy. However, approved exceptions are permitted for convalidations and other exceptions due to work, illness, childcare, age, or distance. In these cases, couples may fulfill the retreat requirement through an approved virtual, hybrid, or alternative formation option, as outlined in the Convalidations Guide.

The retreat requirement must still be met, but Engaged Encounter is not required in every case.

Clickable Resource List:
Lay Accompaniment - Training Links:
[image: ] Witness to Love Certification Training - Free for the Lincoln Diocese, order your Parish Review Pack if you haven't already: https://witnesstolove.org/parish-review-pack
[image: ] FOCCUS Online Facilitator Training - $95 until July 1, 2026, normal price is $195 (50% discount applied if you use this link) Indicate “Diocese of Lincoln” to get discount.
Convalidations Resources:
[image: ] Civil Marriage Initiative Starter Kit – Witness to Love - Must have prior access to Witness to Love Certification to use the Civil Marriage Initiative Starter Kit
[image: ] FOCCUS Convalidations Inventory and Booklets

Mystagogy Resources:
Witness to Love - Be Light Marriage Enrichment Small Groups: for the first 5 years of marriage and beyond; a continuation and intentional pathway to become Evangelizing Spouses (will be fully available soon)
Missionaries of the Holy Spirit & the Family: for the growing and mature disciple, a "seminary-like" two-year formation for married couples done at the parish level and
in the home; contact Chance and Lora Unger at mhsfonline@gmail.com
Love & Life Programs: for ongoing marriage enrichment; nine programs focusing on tools, workshops, and small group follow-up; contact Matt and Marie Philips (Hastings, NE) for more information for programs throughout the Diocese: loveandlifeprograms.nebraska@gmail.com
The Rule of St. John Paul II Married Small Groups – small group leaders training
available; for conjugal spirituality recommended for the early years, written by St. John Paul II, a rule of life for married couples.
Worldwide Marriage Encounter - for ongoing marriage enrichment; offers tools, dialogue, and workshops over a retreat weekend and ongoing small groups
Retrouvaille of Nebraska - for couples in crisis or renewal; 3 phases of support via retreat & small groups; contact nebraskaretrouvaille@gmail.com for more info
Missionary Families of Christ (formerly Couples for Christ based out of the Philippines) - for all stages of family life; seminars and small groups; contact Celso and Salve Alikpala (630-340-0222) to bring a Christian Life Seminar to the Diocese

Reading Materials & Updated Brochures
10 Steps to Get Married Brochure (ENG)/ Spanish Brochure
FOCCUS 2025 Updated Brochures
Engaged Encounter Retreats (Virtual & In Person) Engaged Encounter Outline of Talks (Descriptions) USCCB Pastoral Handbook for Marriage Catechumenate

Template - Optional Form for Leaders
Marriage Catechumenate Checklist
Names: 	 Wedding Date:		


	For Standard Marriage Preparation

	Reception Stage: varies; initial 60 days

	Initial	Offer Intake (your own form or diocesan), and Canonical Interview; Overview of Process (collection of documents)
Meeting
Direct the couple to register online for EE Retreat (or an online
equivalent) & Fertility Intro Course by scanning QR code on 10 Steps to Get Married and Fertility Awareness brochures

Direct the couple to self-register for FOCCUS

Direct the couple to choose a Witness to Love Mentor Couple, if a parish is Witness to Love certified. See FAQ here.

	No formal rite; simple prayer of blessing and
Rite of	introduction of couple/or offering of gift, i.e., bible, rosary, prayers
Presentation
This ceremony is optional and can be omitted. Use
discretion and ask your couple what they’d prefer.

	Catechumenal Stage: Varies, 4 - 12 Mths before wedding

	Collect Retreat	Attendance Date(s):
Certificate or Proof		

	Lay Accompaniment	Witness to Love 6 Sessions Completed
FOCCUS Inventory Sessions Completed

	Pastoral Follow-Up/	Review the Talks Covered on Engaged Encounter.
Session 5: Theology of	Allow for relational discussion and a moment to re-
clarify moral teaching or hot-button issues
Marriage Dinner
Kerygmatic Catechesis*/Share Personal Testimony
(3 – 5 min on how you encountered Christ and gave life to Him) Invite couples to make Christ the center.




Template - Optional Form for Leaders
Revised Convalidations & Irregular Situations Clergy Checklist
Names: 	 Wedding Date:		


	For Convalidations or Mature Couples (Exempt from Standard)

	Reception Stage: varies

	Initial	Offer Intake (your own form or diocesan), and Canonical Interview; Overview of Required Documents
Meeting	Direct the couple to register online for Be More Retreat (or any option on the alternatives list) & Fertility Intro Course (if of fertility age)

Direct the couple to self-register for FOCCUS Convalidations or waive based on your discretion

Direct the couple to choose a Witness to Love Mentor Couple, if a parish is Witness to Love certified.

	

Rite of	No formal rite; simple prayer of blessing and introduction of couple/or offering of gift, i.e., bible,
rosary, prayers
Presentation	This ceremony is optional and can be omitted. Use discretion and ask your couple what they’d prefer.

	Catechumenal Stage: Varies, 8-10 weeks

	Collect Retreat	Attendance Date(s):
Certificate or Proof		

	

Accompaniment	Witness to Love Civil Marriage Initiative 4 Sessions
(May waive if long-standing
civil marriage/elderly couple; use	FOCCUS Convalidations Inventory
prudential judgment)

	Pastoral Follow-Up or	Review the Talks Covered on Be More or alternative
Session 4: Theology of	retreat. Allow for relational discussion and a moment
to re-clarify moral teaching or hot-button issues
Marriage Dinner
Kerygmatic Catechesis*/Share Personal Testimony (3
– 5 min on how you encountered Christ and gave life to Him) Invite couples to make Christ the center.





	
Rite of Betrothal	This is optional for all cases; but is often not used for
cases of convalidation.

	Final Preparation Stage - Weeks before Wedding

	Liturgy Planning	Reflection on the Word, i.e., teach the couple to meditate with their wedding
readings (i.e., lectio divina)
Plan Ceremony (see Liturgy Planning Guide in Marriage Prep Policy)
Recommend couple to pray together daily or weekly or offer handout to mentor couples to demonstrate

	Confession/Collect	Offer Confession to active Catholics
Documents	Collect remaining documents (affidavits, baptism certificates, existing wedding certificate, etc.)

	Rite of Matrimony	Date of Wedding:

	Marriage Enrichment	Yearly check-in (set calendar reminder)
(First 1-2 yrs)	& Invitation to Parish or Diocesan Events:



Additional Notes: 

[image: ] Mentor Couple Name & Additional Notes:


[image: ] Concerns or wounds to be addressed:



[image: ] Their past exposure to, or acceptance of the Catholic Faith, Theology of the Body, Natural Family Planning, the Sacrament of Marriage and Involvement in Parish Life:




[image: ] Evangelization Opportunities:


	
Rite of Betrothal	Rite of Betrothal Covered on Engaged Encounter. Or
may offer the “Order of Blessing an Engaged Couple”
after Sunday Mass. Concludes stage of discernment.

	Final Preparation Stage - 60 Days before Wedding

	Liturgy Planning	Reflection on the Word, i.e., teach the couple to meditate with their wedding
readings (i.e., lectio divina)
Plan Ceremony (see Liturgy Planning Guide in Marriage Prep Policy)
Recommend couple to pray together daily or weekly or offer handout to mentor couples to demonstrate

	Confession/Collect	Offer Confession to active Catholics
Collect final documents (affidavits, baptism
Documents	certificates, marriage license, etc.)

	Rite of Matrimony	Date of Wedding:

	Marriage Enrichment	Yearly check-in (set calendar reminder)
(First 1-2 yrs)	& Invitation to Parish or Diocesan Events:


Additional Notes: 

[image: ] Mentor Couple Name & Additional Notes:


[image: ] How has the engagement been? Concerns or wounds to be addressed:



[image: ] Their past exposure to, or acceptance of the Catholic Faith, Theology of the Body, Natural Family Planning, the Sacrament of Marriage and Involvement in Parish Life:



[image: ] Evangelization Opportunities:
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