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Call to Worship

For those of us who live at the shoreline standing upon the constant edges of decision crucial and alone

For those of us who cannot indulge the passing dreams of choice

For those of us who were imprinted with fear like a faint line in the center of our foreheads learning to be
         afraid with our mother’s milk

For by this weapon, this illusion of some safety to be found – the heavy-footed hoped to silence us.

For all of us this instant and this triumph – we were never meant to survive.

And when the sun rises we are afraid it might not remain

When the sun sets we are afraid it might not rise in the morning

And when we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard nor welcomed

But when we are silent we are still afraid.

So it is better to speak remembering we were never meant to survive.

By Audre Lorde

Sermon: What Is Marriage For?

There are two basic questions we are asking this morning: One is “what does marriage mean?” and the second is “what is marriage for?”

The odds are good that everyone in this room will have experienced marriage in one form or another: you are a partner in a marriage relationship and/or you were raised in a household based on a marriage relationship, and/or you know people who are in a marriage relationship. And the more marriage relationships you have been familiar with, the more answers you may have to the question “what does marriage mean?” I hope that, from your experience, you would be able to say that marriage means love and amiable companionship. I hope you will be able to say that marriage means family and ritual, love and commitment. Marriage means family, whether the family is just those two, or family is those two plus all the generations on both sides plus the cousins and the very best friends down through the years whom society calls “extended family” but whom we refer to as being “one of the family.”        
So thoughts of marriage lead to thoughts of family. Family is a social abstract that can mean many different things, all of which have at their center the concept of familiarity, being a part of familiars.

Marriage and family carry with them the meanings we ascribe either from our own lived experience or in spite of our lived experience. They both also have, of course, legal definitions which have very little to do with the meaning we ascribe from our hearts. Even though marriage and family go together in people’s minds, this morning we are talking about only marriage (with the understanding then that marriage may or may not have anything to do with creating a family with children).

And this takes us easily to the question of “what is marriage for?” because so many these days are saying that marriage is for the continuance of the family. That marriage is about having babies. The meaning of marriage is to have children. God created marriage so that babies would grow up in families.

Not only do we know that is not true form our own experience (biology trumps legality every time); we also know that many people get married with not intention of having a family greater than themselves whether through pregnancy or adoption. That is true of young people and obviously true of older Americans who get married at a time in their lives when pregnancy is no longer an option.

If the state believed that marriage was about babies, the state would have to deny licenses to those who are not able or not interested in having babies. No state asks that question.

Likewise, if the state believed that marriage was about love or commitment or trust, the state would have to deny licenses to those who are not interested in working hard toward those goals. No state ever asks that question.

What makes the conversation complex is that when it comes to marriage, our starry-eyed gaze at the institution has nothing to do with the actual legal entity called marriage and in the case of marriage; the church and state are very closely inter-connected, making it easy for the church (any church) to weigh in on the conversation at hand.


And the conversation at hand is whether people of the same sex ought to be able to marry in these United States, and have that marriage respected in all of these United States. 


Marriage laws in this country are still state issues. The current administration is in favor of a constitutional amendment (this being the federal constitution of the United States of America, which has not heretofore been in the marriage business and the amendments to which have historically been expansive, not restrictive). As a result, the conversation now carries with it the banner of “states rights” and includes the question of whether the federal government has a voice in this at all.

So let’s make it simple. Let’s follow a happy couple Jim and Kathy as they begin their journey toward legal marriage here in Cook County. They go to the office of the clerk of the county and ask for a marriage license. They each show one piece of identification with photo to prove their age and place of residence. They pay their money. They receive a license which is good in any county in the state. They could then walk down the hall to the office of a judge or justice of the peace and get married. The only question asked is whether they are both legally able to get married (this to avoid bigamy). If they are legally able to wed, the judge or justice will pronounce them and they will be married in all states of the United States. They will, wherever they live, enjoy the legal and social benefits of marriage, including rights of inheritance and adoption.

Notice our happy couple didn’t have to round up any witnesses to be at the ceremony because Illinois doesn’t require witnesses. They didn’t have to prove they were free of certain diseases. And they could have gotten married by just about anyone they chose. They could choose a judge or retired judge (as long as that person was not removed from office by the Judicial Inquiry Board), any public official whose powers include solemnization of marriage (such as a justice of the peace), or “in accordance with the prescriptions of any religious denomination, Indian Nation or Tribe or Native Group, provided that when such prescriptions require an officiant, the officiant be in good standing with his [sic] religious denomination, Indian Nation or Tribe of Native

Group” for example, me. [((750 ILCS 5.209) from Ch. 40, par 209 (a)) “Solemnization and Registration”

Continuing: “The solemnization of the marriage is not invalidated by the fact that the person solemnizing the marriage was not legally qualified to solemnize it, if either party to the marriage believed him to be so qualified.” (From Ch. 40, par 209 (b))

This stature is being interpreted in Illinois today to mean that a couple can get married by anyone they agree has authority in their lives. When I fielded wedding requests at Meadville Lombard Theological School, over ten years ago, I was told by the clerk that anyone could perform a wedding as long as the couple believed them to have the authority to do so. The person in the clerk’s office never read the list of office bearers to me, nor did she send it to me or make me come to her office to read it. She told me it could be anyone the couple believed had the authority to do the service. I was amazed then and am amazed still.

It wasn’t until just a few years ago that the state made it clear that marriage has to be between a man and a woman.

I apologize if what I’m about to say is hurtful. I mean no disrespect and I’m sorry to have to say it as a part of our nation’s history.

Many of you already know that during the time of slavery, it was illegal in all Southern states for African Americans to marry each other. The argument was made on what white people thought of as common sense: since slaves were property, and marriage meant ownership, how could one piece of property own another? After the Emancipation, former slaves could marry legally, but the races were prohibited from marrying one another. Blacks and whites couldn’t marry; whites and Native Americans couldn’t marry. Those laws were stripped from the books in the 20th century.

Those who argue that marriage is an institution that is eternal, that has never changed, have simply not read their history books – both U.S. history and world history. And when they argue that marriage is ordained by God and therefore eternal, they are confusing the legal with the religious and in this country, we just don’t do that.


Churches have become the location of choice, and clergy the officiants of choice because of tradition, to be sure, but also because people understand the spiritual nature of the relationship. We all will define that differently, but at its most basic; I see marriage as a spiritual encounter in which two people are willing to give something of themselves in service to something greater, which is the marriage relationship itself. No couple I’ve ever talked to comes up with that on their won, and sometimes when I say it they look puzzled, but finally understand that the marriage itself is a third partner and has its own needs. It helps when the children come along (if they do) to be reminded that the marriage commitment came first and is still the most important. It helps when troubles come as they always do, to be reminded that the commitment is there and needs to be tended in spite of the troubles. Marriage means the troubles aren’t the most important thing, unless and until they threaten the marriage. (This is the subject of another sermon; the point is the nature of marriage is spiritual because it takes us out of ourselves into service to a greater reality).

So, people seek out a church (maybe their own, maybe ours) and a clergy person (maybe their own, maybe ours) and we oblige. We care a lot about what is said at the service. I have never done the same service twice because I give people lots of choices in the words they want to say and hear. We go over all the rituals and what they mean. We figure out ways to include the religious language one of the mothers wants to hear without violating the integrity of the couple. We talk about money and children and I watch to see how they manage their differences and whether there are any red flags for me. If there are any big ones, I suggest pre-marital counseling and then we talk again. After the wedding, I sign the license (which is my interpretation as giving unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s) and give them a copy of a certificate they can keep for themselves. This certificate is from the UUA and has a place for witnesses to sign, too. From the first meeting, to the signing of the certificate, this is all sacred time for me and I hope for them. And the state of Illinois doesn’t care about any of it. Not any of it. The state of Illinois doesn’t care if these people love one another; the state of Illinois doesn’t care that the bride is wearing her grandmother’s dress; or that the children of the bride adore their new father.

The State of Illinois cares about the license. When the license is signed by the officiant (just about anyone, you recall), it becomes a legal contract between the people of Illinois and the couple. It provides benefits available only to legally married people and those benefits can be enjoyed in any of the 50 states. Well, now there are exceptions.

When Hawaii made same-sex marriage legal, states revised their statutes to exclude those marriages from the legal definition. In 1996, the Illinois state legislature passed the “anti-marriage” bill. It was “Senate Bill 1773, introduced by Sen. Peter Fitzgerald (R) on February 9, 1996. It prohibits marriages

“between two individuals of the same sex” and declares such lawful marriages to be “against public policy.” It was passed by the Senate Judiciary committee on March 6, 1996. Passed by the Senate on March 29, 1996; passed the House on April 25; vetoed by Governor Edgar (R) on May 24, who simultaneously signed Senate Bill 1140, an identical measure containing an immediate effective date.”

www.lambdalegal.org/cgi-bin/Illinois/states/record?record=13
Illinois statute (750 ILCS 5, the “Illinois Marriage and Dissolution of Marriage Act”) is to be liberally construed and applied to promote its underlying purposes, which are to:

(1) provide adequate procedures of re-solemnization and registration of marriage;

(2) strengthen and preserve the integrity of marriage and safeguard family relationship;

(3) promote the amicable settlement of disputes that have arisen between parties to a marriage;

(4) mitigate the potential harm to the spouses and their children caused by the process of legal

dissolution of marriage;

(5) make reasonable provision for spouses and minor children during and after litigation, including

provision for timely awards of interim fees to achieve substantial partly in parties’ access to funds

for litigation costs;

(6) eliminate the consideration of marital misconduct in the adjudication of rights and duties incident

to the legal dissolution of marriage, legal separation and declaration of invalidity of marriage;

(7) secure the maximum involvement and cooperation of both parents regarding the physical, mental,

moral and emotional well-being of the children during and after the litigation; and

(8) make provision for the preservation and conservation of assets during the litigation.

“Section 201 Formalities: A marriage between a man and a woman; licensed, solemnized and registered

as provided in this Act, is valid in this state.”

The following marriages are prohibited in Illinois (Section 212):

a. A marriage entered into prior to the dissolution of an earlier marriage of one of the parties

[bigamy];

b. A marriage between an ancestor and a descendant or between a brother and a sister, whether the relationship is by the half or the whole blood or by adoption;

c. First cousins unless one of them is sterile [That will be changing soon, I suspect, as we learn more about genetics. We now know that multi-generational incest can produce horrible physical and mental incapacitation, whereas the offspring of first-cousins outside of multi-generational incestuous behavior does not produce such offspring.]

In Section 213.1 of the code, we read that “A marriage between 2 individuals of the same sex is contrary to the public policy of this state.” This was made into law in response to Hawaii’s decision to legalize same-sex marriage.

I said earlier that when heterosexual couples marry they automatically receive legal and cultural benefits.

Among them are the rights to

- joint parenting, adoption and foster care

- bereavement of sick leave to care for a partner or child

- dissolution and divorce protections such as community property and child support

- automatic inheritance in the absence of a will

- benefits such as Social Security, Worker’s Compensation, and Medicare (all Federal programs)

- domestic violence protection orders.

We can make a difference – a real live difference in the lives of people in our neighborhoods and our churches. In the lives of loving couples who only want what other loving couples have. In the lives of children whose futures under present law are very uncertain.

This faith has not called me to sit idly by in the face of oppression. Neither has it called any of us to sit idly by. We are reminded of that in the legacies of our own saints who worked to relieve suffering among a hurting people: Jane Addams, Dorothea Dix, and Clara Barton. And we are reminded also by the words of Dr. King, who told us “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

Please join me in prayer:

We confess our hearts are confused. Our brains are confused. We don’t know exactly how to think about these complicated issues of our lives together. May our minds be open.  May our eyes be open. May our hearts be open to our brothers and sisters who live “less than,” when we know by faith and by practice that all are created equal. Amen.

Closing Words:

“If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation are people who want crops without plowing the ground. They want rain without thunder and lightning…Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. People might not get all they work for in this world, but they certainly must work for all they get.”
 ~Frederick Douglass
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