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Morality of cohabitation (L/12): Cohabitation is defined as a situation where "a couple has been living together for at least four nights a week for an extended period of time, giving the appearance, at least externally, that they have formed a quasi-marriage relationship." (A Catholic Handbook of Pastoral Help for Marriage Preparation (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Catholic Conference), p. 71). In other words, it is "living together" before marriage.  

Why is cohabitation a social and moral problem? First, it is a fast-growing revolutionary stage in the current cultural evolution, gaining popular approval. We know that, two generations ago, living together before marriage was viewed as scandalous by our society, and the society strongly discouraged it. But that view has been greatly challenged today. The number of unmarried couples living together in the United States has geometrically increased during the past four decades. Between 30 percent and 40 percent of couples seeking marriage in the United States today are living together. Besides, many people see cohabiting not only as permissible, but even as necessary to attempt to diminish the possibility of divorce or marital unhappiness later in the life of the couple. Recent social science research studies, however, show that cohabitation is an actual threat to marital happiness and to the stability of families and society. The Church teaches that cohabitation with sexual union between the unmarried is sinful (see Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 2350-2400), and, as such, undermines the very holiness of life one seeks in the Sacrament of Matrimony. Cohabitation is scandalous, and it detracts from the sacredness of marriage. "The only 'place' in which this self-giving in its whole truth is made possible is marriage, the covenant of conjugal love freely and consciously chosen, whereby a man and woman accept the intimate community of life and love willed by God himself." (Familiaris Consortio). So it is morally wrong or sinful for the cohabiting Catholic couple to have sex if they are not sacramentally married, because the sexual act expresses a total commitment which the couple does not yet have. In the case of a sexually active couple living together before marriage, the couple is becoming enslaved to sin rather than becoming free to the truth that Christ has taught us. 

Lame reasons why couples cohabit: 1) Trial marriage or Cohabiting for Discernment ("Let's just try this and see how it works out."). By living together, the cohabiting couple is trying to discover whether or not they are compatible and suitable for a stable marriage. Their argument runs like this:  “I wouldn’t dream of marrying someone I hadn’t lived with. That’s like buying shoes you haven’t tried on.” Advocates of cohabitation claimed that cohabitation effectively sifted out incompatible couples, served as a training and adjustment period, improved mate-selection and enhanced the chances of avoiding divorce.  But the statistics do not support this argument. In just one decade, between 1980-1990, the U.S. Census Bureau reported an 80 percent increase in divorce with a significant increase in the number of divorces, with a more dramatic increase for those who cohabited. Only 53% of first cohabiting unions result in marriage. On average, marriage preceded by cohabitation is 46% more likely to end in divorce, and the risk is greatest for “serial” cohabiters.  

2) Cohabiting for convenience and economy: ("We can save more money by moving in together.”) Cohabitation also cuts down on travel time, giving cohabiters more time to be with each other. Many of the 2.9 million couples living together before marriage in the United States offer economic reason for living together. The cost of living is less when two people are sharing the bills. But choosing to live together solely for economic reasons reveals a dangerously over-pragmatic and sometimes selfish view of marriage, and the earned income is often easily viewed as "his" or "hers." This can often become a source of frustration and disagreement for cohabiting spouses, as well as for cohabiting singles. In a regular marriage, however, the income and expenses are shared by both parties. Besides, marital love and happiness are built upon a much deeper and stronger base than upon future financial security.

3) Sexual need:  Cohabitation in many cases is an almost natural result of a strong sexual dependency in the couples. Their argument is: "Why do we have to wait to physically express our love freely without anybody supervising us?" Here is the problem. Since sex is addictive, this kind of relationship can also become co-dependent on a more physical level and can confuse sex for love. Instead of the sexual act being a life-giving act of mutual love, it can often become a life-draining and very selfish abuse of one person by the other person and even stifles a couple's discovery of each other's attitudes, hopes and desires. 
4) Insecurity:  ("I love you so much, that I cannot live without you."):  The need for companionship and the fear of loneliness are so strong that either one or both parties decide they cannot wait for marriage because they feel they need to be with each other all of the time. But the insecurity of not being able to live without one another before the marriage manifests itself after the marriage in a lack of that mutual trust between the two parties which is essential for a strong marital relationship. 

5) Fear of Commitment: ("I'm just afraid of losing you."). Many cohabiting people have fear of a permanent commitment. By living together without marriage, they know that if they do split, it is not quite the same as a divorce. They want to keep their options open, and they want to keep from getting hurt too badly. The result of this thinking is reflected in the fact that 40 percent of couples who live together before marriage break up before marriage. In addition, research in both England and the United States details the negative impact upon children, including a much higher incidence of child abuse (10 to 33 times more likely with unmarried couples than with married couples). In the United States the risk of divorce is 50 percent higher for previous cohabiters than it is for previous non-cohabiters.
6) Escape mechanism, full of fun: (“Living with you will make me much happier than I am now." "Hey! This is going to be fun!")  Moving in with someone may allow one or both people to escape from another difficult living arrangement with parents, roommates, friends etc.  Some wish to prove their independence by moving in with their boyfriend or girlfriend. Others consider "living together" a thrilling romantic experience.  For example, college students often live together with this mentality. But such a relationship all too often becomes simply an escape from other problematic relationships. The average length of such living arrangements among college students is seven months. 

7) Social recognition and availability of safe or “protected sex.” ("We need to get to know one another first. Later we'll start having kids.") With the availability and the social acceptability of artificial contraception, the possibility of an unexpected pregnancy is no longer a strong deterrent. Since artificial contraception eliminates the openness to the possibility of new life resulting from sexual intercourse, the Church has consistently taught that its use is seriously sinful.

The Church and the cohabiters:  Prior to the explosion of cohabitation in the '60s and '70s, most priests said little about this situation to an unmarried couple who were already living together and were now seeking to marry in the Church. The clergy’s thinking went like this: “They are trying to correct their situation and be reconciled with God, so I will gently and kindly help them along that path.” Father Thomas Kramer of Bismarck, North Dakota, directly confronted this issue in 1984 with a letter to engaged couples. In his communication, Father Kramer discussed the negative aspects of cohabiting from a theological, moral and practical point of view. In addition, he urged couples to separate or, if not, to celebrate their marriage in a quiet ceremony with only two witnesses and the immediate family present. Around the same time, Bishop George Speltz of St. Cloud, Minnesota, issued a “Pastoral Letter on Cohabitation” making the same arguments and prescribing the same resolution of the matter: Separate or, if you don't, celebrate the marriage with a small, quiet service. Later, more and more dioceses envisioned the exchange between couple and clergy as a teachable and touchable moment. Recognizing that cohabitation is not an official impediment to marriage, those leaders encouraged a dialogue between the couple hoping to marry and the priest or deacon arranging the nuptial service. To facilitate that process, they created a few penetrating but appropriate questions for the couple’s self-examination and their subsequent discussion with the priest. In August, 2001, Bishop John D’Arcy of Fort Wayne, Indiana, issued a letter to engaged couples, which very directly stated: “I urge all engaged couples who are living together to separate and those who are engaging in sexual relations to stop.” He also suggested to priests that in questions of doubt they might delay the wedding and follow the practice of a small wedding as proposed by Father Kramer and Bishop Speltz. The pastors must be both compassionate and understanding, and at the same time speak with clarity regarding the teachings of the Scriptures. 
 Role of educators and parents: What seems more critical is a comprehensive effort to educate our young people about the negative aspects of cohabitation. Religion classes on the elementary, secondary and college level as well as occasional homilies at Sunday Masses could provide clear teaching. These instructions would also gradually create a climate in which our youth develop an attitude and the conviction that living together before marriage is morally wrong and an unwise preparation for married life. Then, when the later attractive suggestion or possibility of living together before marriage occurs, they would be more likely, for various reasons, to decline or reject that course of action. The cohabiting situation can burden parents perhaps more than anyone else. It is they who gave their children roots and wings and taught them to fly. They may love their children, disagree with the living-together situation and yet wonder what they should say and do. As the first and prime teachers of the faith, parents should instruct the children on this matter starting at an early age as we have mentioned above. Children need to know that cohabitation will cause pain, sadness or hurt to their parents. Be both compassionate and understanding, and at the same time speak with clarity regarding the teachings of the Scriptures.  Parents should not harbor any guilt feeling for the poor choice of their children. When a cohabiting son or daughter is planning to come home for vacation   or a holiday, parents should tell them plainly that they will not permit him or her to sleep together with his friend in their house. L/12
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