Review of ‘The Marriage Course’

It does not take long in pastoral ministry to recognise that many marriages in our congregations are struggling. For several years I have unsuccessfully tried to organise a marriage retreat or course to assist the people in the two churches I pastor.  Being on the Mid North Coast, resources are few and far between and the cost is often unaffordable for many of our people.  On hearing about the ‘The Marriage Course’ I saw it as a cost effective and achievable course for our people.

‘The Marriage Course’ is part of the Alpha Ministries associated with Holy Trinity Church in Brompton, England.  The course is a series of eight sessions designed to help any married couple strengthen their relationship.  

Each Session of the course covers a variety of topics relating to marriage: building strong foundations; the art of communication; resolving conflict; the power of forgiveness; parents and in-laws; good sex and love in action.  The last session is optional and involves a dinner party.  In short, the sessions involve watching a couple present talks on the DVD, interspersed with breaks during which the participating couples spend time together privately discussing the relative material and practising the skills outlined in the talks.

We ran the course over seven weeks on a Sunday afternoon, which worked best for our people.  Instead of building it around a meal (as the Marriage Course suggests), we ran it for about 2 to 2.5 hours with afternoon tea in the middle.

One of the major strengths of the course is that it is already prepared.  The course provides a leader’s manual, which outlines how to organise and run it.  For the busy pastor, this is fantastic, as there was little preparation needed for the co-ordinator. The DVD is modern and well produced. The material that was presented is easy to listen to, thought- provoking, very practical and well illustrated.  The time allocated for couples to quietly go off and discuss what they had heard and then complete appropriate exercises was extremely helpful. It provided a great forum to address current and past marriage issues, which could be discussed in a controlled environment.  Homework is also provided for the couples to further practice the new skills they have been introduced to. Another strength of the course is that it could easily be used as a pre evangelistic tool to build links between the church and the community.  It is very accessible for the non believer, yet explicitly built on a Christian ethic.  

The major weakness of the course is that, although there was some biblical content throughout, unfortunately the Bible material was predominantly implicit rather than explicit.  As I primarily ran the course for Christian couples, I was left a little disappointed that the Scriptures were not a more integral part of the course.  For example, the course did not explore the important issue of the different roles in marriage. 

Generally, the couples that attended the course at our church found it very helpful and felt it provided tools and skills which enriched their marriage and helped them to work through some of the issues they were personally struggling with.  In summary, I would be happy to run the course again and definitely plan to use it as a tool to connect with our local community.

In rural and coastal ministry outside the major cities, resources are limited and The Marriage Course is one way the denomination is able to assist it’s isolated churches in this important pastoral ministry area without great cost.  
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