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NORTH DIGHTON — Marked 
with ashes in the sign of the cross on the 
forehead, people proclaim their Catholic 
faith for all to see on Ash Wednesday, 
living the evangelical message that Jesus 
preached in Galilee: “Turn away from sin 
and believe the Good News.”

A day of introspection observed by 
fasting, abstinence from meat and repen-
tance, Ash Wednesday is the first day of 
the 40-day period of Lent, which lasts 
until Holy Thursday.

Throughout Lent area parishes will 
open their doors to penitents offering 
the distribution of ashes, missions, re-
treats, Eucharistic Adoration, Stations of 
the Cross, and special Masses and obser-
vances during Holy Week, culminating 
in the joyous celebration of the Savior’s 
resurrection at Easter.

“I look forward to Lent,” said Father 
Paul C. Fedak, pastor of St. Nicholas of 
Myra Parish in North Dighton. “During 
the season of Lent we draw closer to Je-
sus. We make sacrifices and go without 
to remind us that we need Jesus to be 
part of our lives.”

A reminder of human mortality and 
repentance, ashes are imposed on the 
foreheads of faithful with the words: 

Actor Diogo Morgado portrays Jesus during His arrival in Jerusalem in a scene from 

the new movie “Son of God” that opens this weekend in theaters throughout the 

diocese. The feature film about the life of Christ should be seen as “a love story” 
according to its executive producers, the husband-and-wife team of Mark Burnett 
and Roma Downey.
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MASHPEE — Kathy Laird, director 
of Faith Formation and youth minister 
at Christ the King Parish in Mashpee, 
remembers the closing scene in Franco 
Zeffirelli’s 1977 TV mini-series “Jesus of 
Nazareth” making an indelible impression 
on her.

“I tell my kids that during that very 
last scene — where Jesus is looking at His 
disciples, but He’s also looking right at the 

Diocesan faithful eager to see 

‘Son of God’ this weekend

camera — and He says ‘I’ll be with you 
until the end of time’ … I feel like He’s 
talking to me,” Laird told The Anchor.

So when she joins her Faith Formation 
students and youth group members at 
screenings of the new film “Son of God” 
this weekend, Laird hopes they’ll some-
how have a similar reaction to seeing a 
depiction of Christ on the big screen.

“My experience with (‘Jesus of Naza-
reth’) is that I know how much He loves 
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EASTON — Continuing the tra-
dition of its founder, Servant of God 
Father Patrick Peyton, C.S.C., of 
bringing the Good News to Catholics 
through modern social media, Holy 
Cross Family Ministries, headquar-
tered in Easton, is offering area faith-
ful a Lenten cable TV series parallel-
ing the Sorrowful Mysteries of the 
Rosary, beginning on Ash Wednesday.

The half-hour program will run 
each Wednesday at 9 p.m. on Com-
cast channel 9 and Verizon channel 
22.

The family faith series, which is 
age-appropriate for middle-school 
children as well as adults, will be host-
ed by HCFM president, Father John 
Phalen, C.S.C., author of the book, 

FALL RIVER — While the Sacrament of Marriage 
is Sacred, the annulment process is often misunderstood, 
explained Father Jeffrey Cabral, judicial vicar of the 
Tribunal Office of the Fall River Diocese. The Church 
tribunal, better known as the Catholic Church court, 
declares that through an annulment process a Marriage 
thought to be valid according to Church law actually 
falls short of at least one of the crucial components re-
quired for a binding union, thus declaring the Marriage 
invalid or null.

The misconception regarding exactly what an annul-
ment is, and how the procedure unfolds, is often based 
on the fact that the Church tribunal tends to use the 
same terminology heard in civil law: “We use the words 
‘trial’ or ‘case’ or ‘petitioner’ and [people] have that visual 
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of being in the same room before a judge and it’s not that 
way,” said Father Cabral, adding that when it comes to 
annulments, no one has to come face-to-face in any of 
the proceedings. “Church canon law is more investiga-
tory; never are the two parties in the same room or see 
each other. It’s more of an investigation; our investiga-
tion is what we call the ‘trial.’”

There are several steps involved before declaring an 
annulment of the Marriage, and the first step is to work 
through the civil court before proceeding through the 
Church court. A divorce must be finalized before an an-
nulment can even be filed, said Father Cabral, adding 
that part of the documentation required by those filing 
for an annulment includes the final divorce decree.

Last year more than 100 annulment cases made their 
way through the Fall River Tribunal Office, and each 

Our Lenten Journey

This five-video series produced by Holy 
Cross Family Ministries, paralleling the 
Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary, will 

air on cable TV this Lent.

Lent: A time for  
healing the soul

Judicial vicar of the Fall River diocesan Tribunal Office, Father 
Jeffrey Cabral, often references the “Code of Canon Law” 
during annulment procedures. (Photo by Becky Aubut)
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cause they are not following the 
form of Marriage,” said Father 
Cabral.

The basic form is a man and 
woman married in a Catholic 
church by a Catholic priest or 
deacon; “A lot of people don’t 
realize as a Catholic, they are 
bound to getting married in a 
church. Many get married out-
side of the church, which is fine, 
but once they’ve talked to their 
parish priest, filled out some pa-
perwork, they can get permis-
sion to get married outside of 
the Church,” said Father Cabral. 
“A lot of people want to get mar-
ried on the beach, because they 
see it on TV or movies, however, 
in our diocese you’re never going 
to see that happening, the grant-
ing of permission to get married 
outside on the beach.”

The third category for grounds 
of an annulment is defect of con-
sent “because as a basic rule, con-
sent makes a Marriage. Catholic 
theology says that the priest or 
the deacon is not the minister 
of the Marriage, it’s the hus-
band and wife — it’s their vows 
and consent to one another that 
makes the Marriage. They’re the 
ministers of the Marriage,” said 
Father Cabral. “So we look at, 
was there anyway their consent 
was defective or coerced? There 
are a few grounds that are looked 
upon, like for example — and 
this is a technical term — a grave 
defect of discretion of judgment 
concerning their essential mat-
rimonial rights and duties to be 
mutually given and accepted.”

There are additional grounds, 
said Father Cabral, but most fall 
under the umbrella of the third 
major grounds of annulment — 
the “defect of consent.” 

Once a case has been officially 
accepted, the tribunal will con-
tact the respondent (ex-spouse); 
under Church law, the respon-
dent has 30 days to reply.

“They have a choice,” said 
Father Cabral, “either not come 
in at all and not participate in 
the annulment process, which a 
good number do not, or we give 
them a choice of answering the 
questions on paper or to come 
in for a personal interview. By 
Church law we have to contact 
the respondent to protect their 
rights because not only will this 
affect the petitioner, but also the 
canonical status of the respon-
dent because if the Marriage 
is declared null, not only is the 
petitioner free to marry in the 
Church, so is the respondent.”

If the basic form of Mar-
riage was not followed, the an-
nulment can be filed as “lack of  
form” and doesn’t take as long 
due to it mainly being more of 
an administrative-type of annul-

ment process. The tribunal will 
search the chancery to see if the 
couple received permission to 
marry outside of a church and “if 
no permission or dispensations 
were granted to them, and the 
Marriage license clearly shows 
they got married outside of the 
Church, then we can declare 
that Marriage invalid due to lack 
of form,” said Father Cabral, 
who said the petitioner also has 
to provide two witnesses stating 
the couple was not married in a 
church. “If all the paperwork is 
in order, it can be done in a day.”

When the grounds for the an-
nulment are found to be “defect 
of consent,” then the annulment 
process becomes somewhat 
lengthy, and more than half the 
cases coming through the Fall 
River Tribunal Office fall under 
this category.

The petitioner submits a list 
of witnesses along with written 
testimony, and if the respondent 
has decided to become involved, 
they also can submit written tes-
timony and a list of witnesses. 
The witnesses are essential to 
the process, said Father Cabral; 
“Friends and family who know 
both parties, at least before the 
Marriage. It’s better to hear from 
family members, siblings and 
close friends; we’ll see if the there 
is corroboration. They might 
have some insights that the pe-
titioner didn’t want to reveal, or 
a petitioner who only told their 
mother the story. The witnesses 
again have a choice — they can 
either write down their answers 
or come in for an interview.”

Everything is documented, 
and the process takes months. 
When all the interviews are fin-
ished; “From there we say that 
the case is published, which 
means we received all the evi-
dence and the petitioner and the 
respondent, at this point, have 
the right to review the testimo-
ny. Witnesses can protect them-
selves saying that they don’t wish 
for their testimony to be read,” 
said Father Cabral.

All reading of the testimony 
has to be done at the tribunal of-
fice. Neither the petitioner or re-
spondent can take notes or take 
pictures — they just can read it; 
“If they want, they can provide 
a response and more testimony,” 
said Father Cabral, “other than 
that, it stays here.”

The judge also has to have 
“moral certitude that this Mar-
riage was indeed null from the 
beginning,” said Father Cabral. 
“If we don’t achieve that mor-
al certitude, then Church law 
states that you have to declare 
the Marriage valid because every 
Marriage is considered valid un-
til we can prove it invalid.”

From there the file goes to 
what is called, “the defender of 
the bond,” said Father Cabral, 
adding the title defines his posi-
tion; “He’s suppose to defend the 
Marriage bond. He’s the devil’s 
advocate. The Church is con-
cerned for Marriages and he’s 
supposed to defend the Sacra-
ment of Marriage as best as he 
can.”

And if the defender of the 
bond can find no cause to stop 
the annulment, the tribunal 
judge writes the sentence declar-
ing the Marriage null or invalid, 
and then the file is sent on to be 
confirmed by a “Court of Sec-
ond Instance,” which for the Fall 
River Diocese is the Diocese of 
Springfield, that offers a second 
pair of eyes to looking at the file.  

“It’s out of our hands at that 
point,” said Father Cabral.  “No 
more interviews, no one has to 
drive to Springfield; they’ll ei-
ther confirm it, or ask us for the 
whole case because they want 
to look into something deeper. 
Once they confirm it, then that’s 
when technically the annulment 
has been granted.”

And that’s when a letter is 
sent out to those involved, let-
ting them know the annulment 
has been granted, and “because 
it involves canonical status,” said 
Father Cabral, “we will inform 
the churches of their Baptisms 
and church of Marriage.”

Most of those coming in pe-
titioning for an annulment have 
found someone whom they 
wish to marry in the Church, 
and cannot do so unless they 
annul their first Marriage. Oth-
ers may already be married but 
have been asked to be a godpar-
ent or Confirmation sponsor, 
and one of the requirements for 
that role is a Marriage consid-
ered valid in the Church, said 
Father Cabral.

Under the old law, children of 
annulled Marriages were affect-
ed canonically and could not be-
come a priest or nun, a miscon-
ception that still persists today; 
“Children of annulled Marriages 
are considered illegitimate, when 
in fact they’re not,” said Father 
Cabral. “Their canonical sta-
tus does not change. They were 
born of a legal Marriage in civil 
law and a putative Marriage in 
canon law, which means that ev-
eryone thought at the time that 
the Marriage was valid. An an-
nulment does not retroactively 
affect a child’s legitimacy. [The 
couple] had children and chil-
dren are a gift from God.”

“The annulment only looks at 
whether the man and the wom-
an, when they entered into the 
Marriage, was invalid from the 
beginning,” he said.

one started with a petitioner 
approaching his or her par-
ish priest, who have the proper 
forms needed to be filled out and 
filed at the tribunal office. Ques-
tions found on the forms include 
queries into family background, 
the ex-spouse’s family back-
ground, the engagement period, 
the Marriage celebration and 
any other pertinent information.  

What’s not mainly relevant 
is the length of the Marriage; 
regardless if the couple has 
been married for 40 years or 40 
months; “We concentrate more 
on how it started and the back-
ground more than the length of 
the Marriage,” said Father Ca-
bral. “Sometimes the length of 
the Marriage will play into it, in 
the sense that if someone was 
married for less than a year, then 
something was wrong right from 
the beginning. When someone 
has been married for 30 years, 
it may have been invalid but 
why did they stay together for 
that long? Sometimes it’s gen-
erational or in our area, it’s often 
cultural, especially among the 
Portuguese and, in a way, the 
Hispanics as well.”

The pastor will then submit 
paperwork to the tribunal, who 
will then evaluate whether it can 
actually hear the case. Father Ca-
bral explained there are four ways 
the Fall River Tribunal Office 
can hear the case: if the couple 
was married within the diocese; 
if the respondent (ex-spouse) 
lives within diocese; if only the 
petitioner lives within diocese 
but the respondent does not, 

then the tribunal will have to get 
permission from the judicial vicar 
of the diocese where the respon-
dent lives; or the diocese with the 
most number of witnesses.

Once the case is accepted, the 
process can take between 12-18 
months; there is no guaranteed 
timeline, said Father Cabral. 
Once a case has been filed at the 
tribunal office, a meeting with 
the petitioner will be set-up with 
a tribunal auditor.

“We’re just going to review 
the questions they’ve already 
filled out, and go into detail for 
some questions they haven’t 
answered well,” said Father Ca-
bral. “This is also the time when 
the judge will think about what 
grounds to base the annulment 
on; technically the case hasn’t 
been accepted yet. Ninety-nine 
percent of the time it’s accept-
ed; it doesn’t have to be proven 
at that point, it just needs some 
ground to go on.”

And those grounds usually 
fall under three types:  the first, 
and hardly seen any more, is “im-
pediments,” examples of which 
are under the age of consent, or 
a brother or sister wanting to get 
married. The second ground for 
an annulment is the canonical 
form to Marriage: “Church law 
states that every Catholic should 
get married in a Catholic church, 
so when you have a Catholic be-
ing Married by a justice of the 
peace or getting Married in an-
other religious house of worship, 
and don’t go through the paper-
work of the Catholic Church, 
that is an invalid Marriage be-


