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Church Marriage in the African Context

Metropolitan Panteleimon [Arathymos] 

of Congo-Brazzaville and Gabon

Abstract:
The following text is a presentation by His Eminence Metropolitan Panteleimon given to the 
Holy Synod of the Hierarchs of the Patriarchate of Alexandria, which met in Alexandria, on 
Tuesday, October 24, 2017. This text, which is of a canonical, pastoral, and technical nature, 
was accepted by the Synod as the basis for further discussion.

Salt publishes it as part of a small discussion-section dedicated to the African wedding.

Most Reverend and Most God-loving holy Hierarchs of the Synod,

the theme “Church Marriage in the African Context” before the Venerable Body 
of the Hierarchy of our Senior Patriarchate,1 and also seek your understanding for 
any possible mistakes, weaknesses or omissions. 

-

-
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The following parameters try to touch upon, as far as possible, all the cases that 
usually appear in the life of the local Churches in Africa: 

-
riage 

 or between Orthodox and heterodox or two former heterodox

3. -

Days when a church wedding is not allowed 
-

Establishment and maintenance of marriage records in each Parish and 
Diocese

The Church Wedding of an Orthodox Christian with a Member of 
Another Church or Christian Group

does it approve of mixed marriages between Orthodox and Roman Catholics, ac-

canons; it is however necessary to tolerate them in order to avoid greater evil.” 
Therefore, according to the economy of the Church, such mixed marriages are al-
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the wedding will be performed by an Orthodox priest, and that the children will be 
-

order to prevent unpleasant consequences, forgives them by condescension and 

marriages is  accepted according to the Economy of the Church, under the condi-

of the Orthodox Church, and the children born of them, of both sexes, should be 
 Regarding the 

-

to marry a person of another religion, unless that person promises to become 
th th Ecumenical Council states: “Since in certain 

decreed that it shall not be lawful for any of them to take a wife that is heterodox. 

unless the person marrying the Orthodox child shall promise to come over to the 

nd canon of the Quinisext Ecumenical Coun-

of this kind appears to have been done by any [we require them] to consider the 
marriage null, and that the marriage be dissolved.”  And P. Boumis adds: “Today, 
however, the Church by economy accepts marriages with the heterodox (mixed 

3

the member of the Orthodox Church “will not be prevented by the other member 
from remaining faithful to It [the Church].”  

-

-

3 ,  3rd

 See P. N. Trembelas,  (Athens: 
3
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this context, the Church is ready to deviate in some cases from the strict rule for 

principles of the faith,” -

-

the heterodox and bury them in Orthodox cemeteries, when there is no heterodox 
-

that in this way he can lead them “to our holy customs and doctrines.”

 to undertake 

An Orthodox believer is explicitly forbidden to execute a religious marriage with 
a heterodox believer who has NOT
 

-
-
-

 See 
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valid as applied today by local autocephalous Orthodox Churches, determined and 

A marriage that is not completely dissolved or annulled and a third marriage 

In accordance with the rigor [ (
-

-
-

-

-

by the Holy Synod of each autocephalous Orthodox Church according to the prin-
ciples of the holy canons and in a spirit of pastoral discernment. Marriage between 

-
cal .

impediments to marriage should also take into account the relevant provisions of 
-

• Marriage is expressly prohibited between persons who have kinship via 

• An Orthodox believer is explicitly forbidden to undertake a religious mar-
riage with a person belonging to another religion (Islam, Buddhism, Confu-

• -
riage is irrevocably dissolved. 

• A fourth marriage, preceded by a third valid marriage, is blocked.
• Similarly, Orthodox marriage is 

goes without saying that a civil marriage is also not allowed. Especially in 
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the case of , which has the greatest weight and validity 
in the consciousness of the newly established African Orthodox communi-

in Africa and causes confusion to the mainly neophyte members of the 
Church, as they will see its ministers deviate from the canons of Orthodoxy, 
[b] 

-

person is expressly forbidden from undergoing a church wedding with a person 

wedding. The Orthodox Church categorically rejects polygamy, even in the form 

regardless of gender.  

About Traditional and Civil Marriage in Africa 
in Relation to Orthodox Marriage

-

-
-
-

Orthodox believers, they cannot go on to the third type of wedding ceremony, 

and legally. 



[287]

 Metropolitan Panteleimon [Arathymos]

-
tance law in general. Since it is self-evident that we are always talking about the 

-
ding must not only be fully respected by the Church, but also is clearly linked with 

virtues of honesty and candour, it will strengthen trust in the charitable embrace 

-

the Church, who have not yet fully absorbed the principles of Orthodox faith and 

• In the case of successive ceremonies of all the above types of marriage 

• Also, in the case of all the above types of wedding taking place between 

no obstacle.  
• -

-

admission to Orthodoxy—which will have been diligently checked before-

Orthodox Church accepts by 
in the name of the Trinity and does not repeat it, it can only by  

Note: 
The Church of Greece is currently studying an important issue concerning the rec-
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Trinity, when on the other those sacraments were performed by women-clergy. 

manner.  

-
-

centuries. The Apostle Paul urges: “If any brother has a wife who does not believe, 
and she is willing to live with him, let him not divorce her. And a woman who has 
a husband who does not believe, if he is willing to live with her, let her not divorce 

-

-

-

Pan-
th

st

given that there is a possibility for a marriage to take place, whereby an Orthodox 

-
 

-

”], 



[289]

Metropolitan Panteleimon [Arathymos]

the holy canons. Because, even if the ‘lenient’ view is accepted, in terms of the 
-

-

It has already been reported that the Apostle Paul, despite being a staunch op-

Moreover, the fact that the Church of the Ecumenical Councils has not estab-

second marriage, 

Orthodoxy Church allows today, by economy. 

Church wedding ceremony, because according to the canonical decrees, secret 
marriage ( st -
ever, cases in which the bride and groom are at risk of severe consequences if they 

conclusion that it was perhaps for this reason that the Church of the Ecumenical 

act in a missionary manner in a predominantly heterodox or hetero-religious en-
-

tomary marriage that has already taken place, when a Church marriage cannot be 

-
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is a member of the Orthodox Church “will not be hindered by the other member 
from remaining faithful to this Church” (Cf. Trembelas, 

Consequently, the Orthodox partner in this marriage must also without hin-

in general, having, in fact, become acquainted with the Orthodox faith through 
seeking it out personally, and at a mature age.     

-

Bishop, who will look at each case individually, and will judge the reasons which 
compel the couple not to have a church wedding.  

Concerning the Non-Celebration of a Church Wedding
between Baptized Orthodox Christians

At this point an important issue must be considered regarding the outlook of the 
-

sociated with African marriage are most important and take many days, but are 

one, which is an insurmountable prerequisite for the other two types of marriage, 

expected. Consequently, if both are Orthodox believers, they cannot go on to the 
third kind of marriage, a church wedding, because of lack of funds.

-
cause they have already exhausted all their funds.  

is not a blessed sacramental act of the Church and canonically is given a penance 

-
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-

-

In this case, our ancient Church may need to show some rigour, as it is obvious 
that a member of the Church who voluntarily joined Orthodoxy does not, in prac-

-
-

well. 

principles of the Orthodox faith, and would strengthen the awareness of the Chris-

However, even in this case where the Church has ruled in favour of imposing 

to the non-performance of a church wedding. Such a decision should depend on 
the reasons that  
what are the reasons that forced him to insist on not having a Church wedding. In 

-
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-

authority.

The Days when a Marriage Seremony is Strictly Forbidden

 

3. 

Holy Pascha.

On the Sunday of Pentecost.

, 

only for proven 

-
formed by one priest only.

considered invalid by the Church and the priest is severely punished. 

Credentials for Issuing Marriage Licences

3. 
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A moral inquiry (

a third person and [b] that he has no kinship with the person he wishes to 

-

-

marriage license, which will be accompanied by copies of all the above cer-

In circumstances where the spouses-to-be want to hold the civil wedding and the 
religious wedding on the same day, they are obliged to speak with their parish 

-

other problems. 

3. 
Photocopy of the divorce decree for the civil marriage.
A moral inquiry (

the parish priest.
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Registry and Maintenance of Marriage Records
in each Parish and Diocese

 

-
ish registers, in which each parishioner will be registered with all the necessary 

made from the start to create parish registers which would also make it possible to 
have a register of weddings performed. 

A simple form was distributed to every believer in each Parish, which asked for 

• 
• -

• Home address, telephone number.
• 
• 

• Signature of the believer.

This form was completed, with the absolute responsibility of the parish priest, 

in each parish, they were sent to the Holy Diocese, which processed the data and 
created a register of names for each  parish.

The same system has been applied to all those who converted to Orthodoxy 
since then. Each catechumen completes the same form, shortly before holy bap-

-
-

sole ly  by the Bishop can be issued and so that 
-

updated copy of the parish register is given out with details of the faithful who 
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embraced the Orthodox faith in the previous year in that parish. It is noted that 

The above system helps us : 

• -
sons.

• 

• 
or not, especially those new to the parish, in order to formulate pastoral 

Pastoral Ministry of Marriage

The pastoral approach to marriage is determined by the local Bishop, according to 

-

Rite Catholic Bishop and Professor Dr Dimitrios Salachas aptly notes: 

and the same faith to be confessed and experienced together and to be transmit-

-
rienced by every family, the problem of mixed doctrine is added. However, it falls 
upon the shepherds to help those families acquire the spirituality that the Church 
will be called to live out when the longed-for day comes for the unity of the One 
Church of Christ.

their shepherds to see the many points that unite the two doctrines and turn those 

a peaceful dialogue of love and mutual understanding, consolidate and enrich their 
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-

has a pastoral responsibility for the faith and loyalty of its members and determines 
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Africa, Marriage, Canon Law, Mission, Pastoral Theology

 See “Mixed Marriages in the Canon Law of the Catholic Church and in combina-
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