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Most of French citizens who ask for a Christian marriage are Catholics, while the Orthodox comprise about 0.5% of all population of France. That’s why it is not unusual to know that almost 80% of all marriages of the Orthodox population in our country are either mixed or with another Catholic. It is out of question to consider a mixed marriage as negative phenomenon, or in a better case, as something that could be tolerated, but rather as a phenomenon of grace; the love presiding in a marriage should always be regarded as the image of Heavenly Kingdom no matter what is religious affiliation of either partner.   
However, from a merely canonic point of view this type of a marriage is not always readily acceptable by the Orthodox Church while the Orthodox marriage ceremony was introduced into history in the first millennium to address such a need. In fact, in that long-gone time the matter was not in mixed marriages in the sense we understand them now, but rather in heterogeneous marriages, that is between an Orthodox Christian and a non-Christian, for the most part a Muslim. This practice was quite wide-spread in Byzantium Empire and was generally acceptable. It became absolutely impossible after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 through the change in the status of the Orthodox community and its new political and social situation. The mentioned historical rather than theological status, which prevails until now in the countries with most population being Orthodox, implies that a church or canonic norm is a “same-faith marriage that later turned into a mono-confessional one” since the Orthodox Church eliminated the mixed marriage as a type of heterogeneous marriage.      
The only way-out in such a blocking situation was and still is for the non-Orthodox to convert into Orthodoxy through christening if necessary. This practice which technically denies any freedom of will has already brought some non-Orthodox religious communities, Christian and non-Christian, to an enforced double confessionary or religious affiliation.    

In western Orthodox communities, especially in those under the Ecumenical Patriarchate authority, we are strongly convinced that a mixed marriage should exist to guarantee free and voluntary involvement in a certain community if that is what a person wants, and to avoid at any cost the double affiliation that follows a forced conversion.   
Throughout history marriage used to promote growth and stabilization of a certain homogenous religious community, but used only with that purpose it often promoted the community’s isolation rather than its openness to the world without and to meeting the others. Using marriage for that purpose lead to the establishment of law- and tradition-supported practices that later only broadened the gap. Thus, nowadays, when there is a general battle for the unity of Churches and peoples going on, the marriage which is supposed to serve both as a finishing of love in the ever more selfish society and as the image of Heavenly Kingdom, has turned into generator of conflicts and even divorces.     
We are resolutely turning away from such an attitude not because of some sentimental reasons, but of deeply theological reasons, since the marriage is an embodiment of the sacrament of life, co-communion of people and the unity of two persons in one flesh as conceived by God. For that reason the Bible stresses many times: “What God hath joined together, let no man (or Community) separate.” A marriage bond introduces a man and a woman into a new reality, which Apostle Paul calls a “big mystery” because marriage is an image of the loving bond between Christ and the Church throughout the world.    

Servicing of marriage 
The first question arising before a bride and a groom is: in which church shall they marry? Shall they choose one of them due to no opportunity to combine them? Faced with this dilemma we either have a wish to overcome the division of Churches, or a feeling that a joint presence of representatives from the two Churches will witness progress of unity, or the fact that if the marriage is separated also bears a sign of unity in Christ. That is why if the estrangement or loss of feelings towards the own Church or one partner does not bring him/her to joining to the other partner’s Church as a result of carelessness or rarely of an internal need (a certain implicit or explicit agreement between the spouses), most often the bride and the groom expect joint accompaniment of the Churches. However, the marriage should be serviced in one Church according to its customs even if it is accepted by the other Church. This mutual acceptance is witnessed by the presence of a minister from the other Church, but how far can he participate? The answers to this question are all very different: from a simple speechless presence to leading one part of the service, as shall be shown below.    
Once in a while we meet a couple with each of them willing a ceremony in each of their Churches, that is two ceremonies. Normally, we try to discourage them from doing so, since it leads to receiving two sacraments of marriage and to the broadening of the inter-confessional gap. It needs to be noted that in Greece they practice this nowadays, at least on some of the islands, but since the Orthodox Church in Greece does not recognize a Catholic marriage, on her part there is no overlapping of sacraments. So what is the position of the Catholic Church? It is unable to formulate a definite point of view.     

In the simplest case the ceremony is carried out according to the rites of one or another of the two confessions with the desirable presence of a minister from another confession whose role will be discussed later. The marriage is sealed between two christened people, one of whom is Catholic and another is an Orthodox; none of them is divorced; this delicate case will be addressed later. In France all churches recognize this type of marriage as legal and lawful.    
Orthodox marriage ceremony 
During the first millennium a Christian marriage was services during the Divine Liturgy through the blessing followed by the Holy Eucharist. As to a couple with one of the partners being a christened faithful, and another – non-christened convert who had to enter at the end of the Liturgy of the Word, the Church had to transfer the blessing of the marriage into the first part of the Liturgy where it stays till now. Later, at a certain moment, the Church, apart from the marriage ceremony serviced during the Divine Liturgy, agreed to the marriage ceremony to be taken apart from the Divine Liturgy and to exclude the Holy Eucharist. The Church accepted this type of a ritual non-Eucharist marriage in order to accept and to bless not only its christened member but also his/her beloved without forcing a pre-requisite of christening or converting. The practice that was established later due to the reasons we had discussed created institutional obstacles once absolutely justified in the Ottoman Empire times, when the Ecumenical Patriarchate had to defend its faithful, but which should not exist today.     
This rite outside the Divine Liturgy is the ceremony which is most often serviced between the Orthodox, and which can also be used for a mixed marriage. 

The ceremony includes two different services that normally come one after another. The first is called engagement and the second – coronation. The word engagement is not quite accurate translation of the Greek arrabonos which in Ancient Greek meant commitment or obligation: not to be confused with engagement in its secular meaning as a probation term without cohabitation which can be terminated without formalities; in fact, engagement in the Orthodox marriage ceremony is an absolute commitment and its termination might bring about the real divorce, and for that reason today it is not practically separated from coronation which constitutes a marriage proper; commitments of the engagement are materialized through wedding rings worn on the right hand.      
During the coronation service which is unknown to the Latin ceremony a bride and a groom step onto the way of sanctity aimed to God’s Kingdom, the way they are going together, and the crowns they are holding on their heads are the reflections of the crowns of God’s Kingdom to which they are striving. The moment of coronation is considered central for receiving by the bride and the groom of the divine gift, which is confirmed by a verse from Psalm 20: “Placed a crown of pure gold on his head. He asked you for life, and you gave it to him”. 
An attempt at ecumenical ceremony
When both a bride and a groom are highly motivated and involved in their churches it is desirable that the priests agree to service a joint service, not just one standing speechless while the other is servicing. As a rule, they have their own wishes:  
The Orthodox are very dependent on coronation and we often hear: “I won’t feel myself married unless I’m crowned!” Similarly the Catholics wish their marriage to be sealed by their mutual commitment before God and before people. What can we do to satisfy both parties? We shouldn’t forget that first of all we are talking of their marriage. We could certainly service two ceremonies – one after another – as it quite often happens, but then we come to something senseless because at the end of the ceremony everybody pretends nothing happened: the couple takes off the wedding rings they have just received! And the double communion is also criticized! 
During the last few years some parishes of the Ecumenical Patriarchate saw a practice which at first sight looks better; in this practice the first part is Catholic marriage with an Orthodox priest present but not interfering. Then in the second part the Orthodox priest services coronation of the couple and the Catholic priest does not interfere. It looks like an Orthodox marriage, just the engagement is substituted by the Catholic marriage. The couples and their families are generally happy with that. I personally practiced this type of a ceremony with several variations, and one particular time with Father Rene Bopert as a Catholic priest.   

From the theological point of view criticism is justified because of one fundamental reason: the theological meaning of these marriages is not deep; yet there are differences we cannot defy, and there is a tendency to accommodate to them in a frankly hypocritical way. And here more than with other sacraments we raise a touchy question of the mutual acceptance of different sacraments. Inter-confessional marriage, particularly between an Orthodox and a Catholic, stands on the painful line of our divisions; but we shouldn’t take a young couple hostage of our divisions in the age where so common are marriages between Christians and Muslims, Christians and atheists. It’s essential that we clarify our positions immediately.  
Case with divorced people
The Orthodox Church accepts divorce in certain cases which always come down to the statement that love, making the essence of the sacrament of marriage, disappeared; in fact, a bishop can never dissolve a marriage – he just states that the first marriage does not exist any longer and can give permission for the second and even third marriage; but the first marriage is “eternal marriage”, the others are services through economy. This practice is exclusively characteristic of the Orthodox Church and has nothing to do with other confessions.   
Important question arises when one the couple was married in the Catholic Church and now wants to get married again in the Orthodox Church. Since the Catholic Church does not recognize divorce we are facing a problem here: there is no point of speaking about a mixed marriage. The marriage can take place in the Orthodox Church only and a Catholic divorcee needs to convert into Orthodoxy. Orthodox priests have to be aware of this type of situation which could be both exclusive and frequent; and to make sure that the conversion is not just a necessity but is a personal wish. In the end, it is for the bishop to evaluate the situation and to allow or forbid such marriage. He can also estimate the time between the conversion into the Orthodox Church and the request to marry, which should not be short.   
Christening and bringing up children 
When the Catholic Church blesses a marriage it demands the children to be christened and brought up in the Catholic faith. The married couple implicitly agrees to that when they sign the register at the end of the ceremony. In the present France the Catholic Church sets this demand somewhat economically. In any case, be them christened in the Orthodox or in the Catholic Church, it is important that the children learn about the other confession because this is the source for balance and uprooting of their own faith; this is the way to reach unity faster than by constructing walls that brings us to no result.   

I know a family with five children, three of them are christened Orthodox and two – Catholic. I don’t preach this type of practice but I see that this family is open for the other, and this characteristic is far from being frequent. The danger is not to go into relativism which makes us tell children that “that is all the same” and that the adults are very complicated! Thus we need to take efforts to explain without judging anyone.   
Eucharistic division
Here is another touchy question without satisfactory solution. One of the married couple cannot go for a communion in the other’s Church. This can begin on the wedding day if the Catholic marriage is serviced within the mass. At the moment of communion only a Catholic is taking it, once I witnessed such situation. It must be so painful for both spouses to see how a division grows on the day of their union. To avoid such a complication we can of course abandon the wedding mass, but this will hardly solve anything. 

Pastors may recommend young couples to share their spiritual life throughout their whole life, to take part as much as possible in services of both Churches, but to a certain limit, which is Eucharist, a gesture in which God gives himself to the person in love archetypal of the love given by the spouses to each other. And here we have absolute contradiction. 
Some Orthodox priests (and even bishops) from time to time practice with such married couples measures of economy, according to the principle that a person shall not separate what God has       united, and allow them to go for communion together if they want to. Of blessed memory Father Cyril Argenti was a consistent defender of this practice.    


Conclusion
It is essential that the Orthodox Church took a serious look at the issue of mixed marriages because their non-recognition contradicts to the long-lasting theology of the Church and to the church practice from the times before the fall of Constantinople. Condemnation of such marriages in the name of the sacramental absolute can no longer exist in our age.   

I will use words of Father P. Grigorios Papatomas of the Autonomous Church of Estonia: “The patristic spirit lies not only in the fact that the Gospel should be present in all decisions and challenges of the human life, but even more in the sacrament of marriage. God (…) addresses people and catches them in the very midst of the historical situation. If the reality, church foundation makes up all the past of the community confessional achievement in marriage, it will only become the future of the world in case it overcome the representative way in which a modern secularized person feel estranged. (…)  It is time for the Orthodox Church to abandon cultural and national obstacles created in the past and to become more open-minded theologically and soteriologically towards different heterogeneities.”   
