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RE P O RT O N MA R R I A G E A N D T H E CO V E N A N T I N G O F SA M E- SE X UN I O N S

St. Thomas’ Episcopal Churc h
Washington,  DC

1 9 9 8

IN T R O D U C T I O N

At its A n nual Pa rish Meeting on March 1, 1 9 9 8 , the pari s h i o n e rs of St.T h o m a s ’ Pa rish vo t e d
u n a n i m o u s ly in favor of a resolution ex p ressing enthusiastic support for the Ve s t ry ’s effo rt s
in developing a liturgy for the blessing of same-sex unions and for creating a discern m e n t
p rocess for all couples pre p a ring to enter a covenanted union, that is, e n t e ring into a
solemn and mutual agreement to be in a life - l o n g , fa i t h f u l , monogamous re l a t i o n s h i p . T h i s
vote came after an eighteen-month process of study and re flection involving the congre g a-
tion as a whole. From this process emerged a consensus about the nature of cove n a n t e d
unions and the role of the parish in upholding such unions. This consensus was summa-
rized by the senior wa rden in her annual re p o rt :

We define Christian union as the mutual covenant between two people who
intend their union to be life - l o n g , fa i t h f u l , and monogamous. Some call this
m a rri age , while others pre fer not to use that term , but the nature of the
union is the same in our minds.

While civil marri age is not now ava i l able to same-sex couples, we expect all
couples whose unions we uphold to take steps to assure that they are fi n a n-
c i a l ly and legally obligated to support and care for one another and for their
ch i l d re n , if any.

As a community we respect and honor the couple as a household, wo rk i n g
a lways to support them in the vows they make to one another at the time of
their cove n a n t .

We take our commitment to uphold couples as a community seri o u s ly, a n d
t h e re fo re re q u i re that at least one member of the couple be a member of this
p a rish fa m i ly.

We are a liturgical ch u rch and want a rite that can be used by any couple,
g ay or stra i g h t , who seek to be married or have the covenant of their 
union bl e s s e d .

A draft liturgy for use in such services and a proposed process for involving the parish in
s u p p o rting a couple pre p a ring to enter a covenant of union we re distributed to the congre-
gation for comment at that A n nual Meeting. (See Appendices A and B.) The draft liturgy has
been shared with a number of liturgical ex p e rts and theologians across the Episcopal
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C h u rch , and their comments have been favo rabl e . While we consider these documents
wo rk s - i n - p ro gre s s , we feel they are re a dy for trial use and wish to share them — and the
p rocess and study that went into them — with the broader community of fa i t h . In doing
s o , we hope to contribute to the discussion in our ch u rch and our society about the
n a t u re of marri age and the covenanting of same-sex unions.

We base our consensus on a prayerful evaluation of what Scri p t u re , t radition and re a s o n
h ave to say about human sexuality and the Christian life . Our study led us to the concl u-
sions which fo l l ow.

S c r i p t u re

In considering Scri p t u re , we looked to the Bible to info rm us on two basic questions:
What does the Bible have to say about homosexuality in ge n e ral?  And what does it say
about how Christians are to live in relationship with others?  We have studied both the
S c ri p t u ral re fe rences themselves and analyses of them, and have come to the concl u s i o n
that we can be true to the Bible and support the blessing of same-sex unions.

We realize that not all people will read the Scri p t u re in the same way, nor will they have
the same understanding of the role of Scri p t u re in determining the practices of the
C h u rch . We share the viewpoint articulated by the Right Reve rend Bennett Sims, fo rm e r
d i rector of Continuing Education at Vi rginia Seminary and re t i red Bishop of A t l a n t a , t h a t
“[t]he Bible will always be defi n i t i ve for the Church ’s fa i t h , but in the Anglican tra d i t i o n
H o ly Scri p t u re is open to what sch o l a rs call ‘ h e rm e n e u t i c a l ’ t re a t m e n t . H e rm e n e u t i c s
means ‘ i n fo rmed and reasoned interpre t a t i o n .’ In other wo rd s , the Bible is not self-authenti-
c a t i n g . It needs to be seen in the light that eve ry new era of history and sch o l a rship can
p rov i d e .” 1 We have tried to be faithful to our Anglican heri t age of a reasoned interpre t a t i o n
of the Scri p t u re s .

B . B a r b a ra Hall, p ro fessor e m e ri t a of New Testament at Vi rginia T h e o l o gical Seminary,
poses the question in her essay H o m o s exuality and the New Cre a t i o n , “ H ow might the
B i ble info rm the current discussion among Christians about homosexuality and the
ch u rch ’s position and attitude towa rd gay men and lesbians?” 2 She points out that the
B i ble in fact says ve ry little on the subject, but what it does say ex p l i c i t ly seems unifo rm ly
n e g a t i ve . The Bibl e , h oweve r, has “no conception of the notions which ro u t i n e ly info rm
our conve rsation on these issues: the idea of ‘ s exual ori e n t a t i o n ; ’ the conviction that some
p e rsons are ‘ c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ly ’ (that is, ‘ n a t u ra l ly’) homosex u a l , the existence of long-term
monogamous relationships among gay people.”3

The Old Testament texts most often cited concerning homosexuality are the creation story
found in Genesis 1-2, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19:1-9 (with re l a t e d
p a s s ages in Ju d ges 19 and Ezekiel 16:46-56), and the Holiness Code in Leviticus 18:22 and
2 0 : 1 3 . The creation story, the Reve rend Dr. Peter J. G o m e s , Plummer Pro fessor of
C h ristian Morals at Harva rd Unive rs i t y, a rg u e s , “ re flect[s] the world ex p e rience of those

Page 2



human beings who wrote it… the authors we re intent upon answe ring the question ‘ W h e re
do we come fro m ? ’ T h e n , as now, the only plausible answer is from the union of a man
and a wo m a n .”4 Gomes points out that the creation story does not pretend to talk about all
a c c e p t able lifestyles — it is noticeably silent on friendship and on the state of being single,
both of which are highly re g a rded and cert a i n ly not considered ab n o rm a l . The story is not a
“ p a radigm about marri age , but rather about the establishment of human society.”5

The etymology of wo rd “ s o d o my ”t races back to the story of Sodom and Gomorra h . B u t
a l t h o u g h , as Gomes reminds us, Sodom is synonymous with wickedness throughout the
Old Te s t a m e n t , h o m o s exuality is n o t listed as the reason for its re p u t a t i o n . While the
a n gels who visit Lot are threatened by the men of Sodom, it is Lot’s daughters who are
o ffe red up for gang rape — cl e a r ly an evil act, but not one involving homosexuality at all.
In addition, it was not this act nor the threats made to the angels that caused the destru c-
tion of the city — the angels had come to wa rn Lot because God had a l re a dy d e t e rm i n e d
to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah even b e fo re the incident at Lot’s house. “Among the sins
a t t ributed to Sodom in other books of the Old Testament are pride — in the books of
E c clesiasticus and Wisdom in the Ap o c rypha — and in Ezekiel, in addition to pri d e ,
‘Fulness of bre a d , and abundance of idleness was in her and her daughters , neither did
she strengthen the hand of the poor and the needy.’ (Ezekiel 16:48-49) In the New
Te s t a m e n t , Jesus himself is under the impression that Sodom was destroyed because it wa s
a place lacking hospitality; we find him saying as mu ch in Matthew 10:14-15 and in Luke
1 0 : 1 0 - 1 2 .”6

Patricia Beattie Jung and Ralph F. Smith cite scholarly interpretation of the prohibitions
against same-sex intercourse in the Holiness Code (Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13) as a 
reference to pagan temple prostitution, an interpretation which they feel is supported 
by strong historical evidence. Still, they conclude, that might not be the sole meaning of
these passages. The Holiness Code was designed primarily as a way to differentiate the
Hebrew people and their God from the multiple gods and pagan ways of their Canaanite
neighbors. The list contains both purity requirements and moral concerns, but which is
which has shifted over time. For example, “[a]ccording to the Holiness Code, some
forms of incest as well as intercourse between a husband and his menstruating wife
violated Hebrew purity concerns and resulted in cultic defilement. The Hebrews judged
both of these behaviors abominable and prescribed severe penalties for both. Presumably
most Christians today would uphold and even expand the ancient prohibition of incest,
and yet most would ignore the condemnation of genital activity between spouses during
menstruation. On what grounds do we dispense with the latter but uphold the former
prohibition?”7 In general, those prohibitions which are reaffirmed in other parts of
Scripture on explicitly moral — as opposed to purity — grounds are the ones which
continue to be observed today. This brings us to St. Paul.

While the New Testament (like the Old) has little to say about homosex u a l i t y, the passage s
w h i ch are most tro u bling are found in the letters of Paul (most specifi c a l ly in Romans 1:2 6 - 2 7 ,
with related passages in 1 Corinthians and 1 Ti m o t hy ) . Yet Paul was not talking about h o m o-
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s exuality as we understand it today. As Bishop Sims points out, “In those linch-pin ve rs e s
S t . Paul never uses the wo rd ‘ h o m o s ex u a l .’ Instead he uses the terms ‘ n a t u ra l ’ and ‘ u n n a t-
u ra l .’The opera t i ve term in Pa u l ’s ori ginal Greek is ‘ p h o o s ko s ,’ [s c., p hy s i kos] meaning
‘ i n b o rn ,’ ‘ p roduced by nature ,’ ‘ agre e able to nature .’ H e re are the ve rses in the King Ja m e s
Ve rs i o n , the 1611 tra n s l a t i o n . . . . Not surpri s i n g ly, gi ven the fi rst century scorn of
wo m e n , Paul begins with them:

. . . even their women did ch a n ge the natural use into that which is ag a i n s t
n a t u re ; and likewise also the men, l e aving the natural use of wo m e n , b u rn e d
in their lust for one another . . . .”8

Gomes points out that this passage “does not describe the conduct of homosex u a l s , b u t
rather of hetero s exual people who perfo rmed homosexual acts.”9 F u rt h e rm o re , ‘ [ n ] a t u re ,’
for Pa u l , is something more akin to ‘ c u s t o m a ry ’ or ‘ ch a ra c t e ri s t i c ’ ; it is not to be confused
with that which is innate, i n h e re n t , or immu t abl e . Among the Jew s , h o m o s exual behav i o r
was not customary. It was in fact uncommon. . . .”1 0

Paul and his contempora ries would have understood homosexuality pri m a ri ly as pedera s t y
and male pro s t i t u t i o n . G i ven that these always invo l ve lust and ex p l o i t a t i o n , t h ey wo u l d
h ave been condemned (and still are today ) . What was unknown to Paul was “the concept
of a homosexual nature . . . something that is beyond ch o i c e , that is not necessari ly ch a ra c-
t e rized by lust, ava ri c e , i d o l a t ry or ex p l o i t a t i o n , and that aspires to a life under the juri s-
diction of the Holy Spiri t .”1 1

That leads us to the second part of our study of Scri p t u re : what does Scri p t u re tell us ab o u t
h ow human beings are to relate to one another, and what does it have to say ab o u t
couples who “ a s p i re to a life under the jurisdiction of the Holy Spiri t ? ”

One is led inev i t ably to start with the fi rst two Commandments: “Thou shalt love the Lord
t hy God with all thy heart , with all thy soul and with all thy mind and thy neighbor as
t hy s e l f.” We see in ours e l ves and in each other the image of the Cre a t o r, and we are called
upon to respond accord i n g ly.

The great commandment of love is further defined in the New Testament through the
example of Je s u s , who ate with tax collectors and sinners and made clear through his para-
bles that eve ryone is our neighbor. But it is in the letters of St.Paul that we find the most
ri n ging call to acceptance. “ For ye are all the ch i l d ren of God by faith in Christ Je s u s . For as
m a ny of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Chri s t . T h e re is neither Jew nor
G re e k , t h e re is neither bond nor fre e , t h e re is neither male nor fe m a l e : for ye are all one in
C h rist Je s u s .” (Galatians 3: 26-28) Or ag a i n , “ For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one
b o dy, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or fre e ; and have been all made
to drink into one Spiri t . For the body is not one member, but many.”(I Corinthians 12:13-14)  
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From these concepts of equality and acceptance fl ow the Christian virtue of seeing the
immanent God in the face of eve ry pers o n . When we take what little Scri p t u re has to say
about homosexuality and read it without our hermeneutical glasses, we use Scri p t u re to
sanction what Bishop Sims calls “a globally spreading visceral revulsion and persecution of
h o m o s ex u a l i ty. . . [and] the parallel ago ny of self-loathing, silence and incalculabl e
s u ffe ring on the part of our fe l l ow human beings.”1 2 To deny the second of the gre a t
commandments is to sin gri evo u s ly indeed.

About relationships between members of a couple — about marri age , w h i ch is the only
c o n t ext in which this issue is addressed — Scri p t u re has little to say, but what it does
s ay fl ows from the notions of love and equality grounded in the great commandments.
In the creation story in Genesis 2:18-25 we read that God said, “It is not good that the
man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his part n e r.” God then proceeds to
c reate eve ry living cre a t u re , and the man gi ves name to each , but still is lonely until
God creates another human being. W h i l e , as was pointed out ab ove , this story wa s
w ritten to answer the question of where we came fro m , it also describes human sex u-
ality “as designed by God for the ex p ression and enhancement of human commu n i o n .
S exuality is about love and fi d e l i t y. Equality and mutuality should ch a ra c t e rize such ‘o n e
fl e sh’ u n i o n s . . . . The passage as a whole ove r w h e l m i n g ly emphasizes the similari t i e s
of the human part n e rs not their diffe re n c e s . T h ey can become one flesh because t h ey
a re alike — ‘bone of my bones’ — not because they are diffe rent (emphasis added).
T h ey can cl e ave to one another because they are both human, not because theirs is a
h e t e ro s exual coupling towa rd an andro gynous wholeness.”1 3

In the Ap o c ryphal book of To b i t , Tobias vow s , “I now take this my beloved to wife , n o t
out of lust but in true marri age . G rant that she and I may find mercy and grow old
t o ge t h e r.” ( Tobit 8:7-9) Again marri age is described as more than lust — it is life - l o n g
c o m p a n i o n s h i p . The writer of the letter to the Hebrews emphasizes the faithful nature of
m a rri age and the responsibility of the community to uphold it. “ M a rri age is honorabl e ; l e t
us all keep it so, and the marri age-bond inv i o l a t e .” ( H e b rews 13:4)  As with the Cre a t i o n
s t o ry, the re fe rences are to hetero s exual couples because that was the only model fo r
human sexuality the writer unders t o o d . The virtues of such unions, h oweve r, need not be
applied ex cl u s i ve ly to hetero s exual couples.

Bishop Sims, taking into account both the wo rds of St. Paul and an understanding of God’s
intent that we not live in isolation, leads us to the fo l l owing concl u s i o n .

If it be granted that gay and lesbian identity is ‘ n a t u ra l ,’ then St. Paul can be
s c ru p u l o u s ly honored wherever homosexuality is seen to be rooted in
Pa u l ’s own wo rd : p h o o s ko s [s c. p hy s i ko s ] , m e a n i ng ‘ agre e able to nature .’
As we have evo l ved a new and higher re g a rd for women than was true fo r
Paul in his time, so we are evolving a new re g a rd for same-sex attra c t i o n
than was true for Pa u l , and for most of us, in both his time and our ow n .
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That is why the Episcopal Church and other pro gre s s i ve ly oriented denom-
inations are moving towa rd legitimizing ‘ s a m e - s ex unions.’ It is a plain
matter of justice. It is also a matter of providing a sacramental stru c t u re fo r
the ex p ression and protection of the Christian sexual ethic of monogamy,
fi d e l i t y, and life-long intent.1 4

Tradition and Reason

S c ri p t u re info rms us with great cl a rity about how individuals should relate to one another
and offe rs a vison of faithfulness and ex clusivity in covenanted re l a t i o n s h i p s . But it is silent
on the issue of life - l o n g , monogamous homosexual part n e rships since the concept of
h o m o s exuality as we understand it today was virt u a l ly unknown in the ancient wo r l d .
(The term “ h o m o s ex u a l ” is a modern construct and was not even coined until the mid-20th
c e n t u ry.) Taking what i s in Scri p t u re about the nature of covenanted relationships as a
s t a rting point, we turn to tradition and re a s o n .

C h ristianity has tra d i t i o n a l ly recognized celibacy and marri age as the two appro p ri a t e
states of human living. Celibacy is widely recognized as being a special calling, one whose
discipline few can fo l l ow. G i ven its nature , celibacy offe rs little to help us discern whether
l i fe - l o n g , monogamous same-sex unions can serve as wholesome examples of Chri s t i a n
human re l a t i o n s h i p s . So it is the tradition of marri age , and the ch u rch ’s role in that institu-
t i o n , to which we must turn .

Of all the sacra m e n t s , m a rri age is the one most tied to the civil state. Concepts ab o u t
m a rri age have ch a n ged over the centuri e s , and in fact va ry from one part of the A n g l i c a n
C o m munion to another (not to mention across denominational lines) to this day. T h u s ,
while tradition info rms us, it also tells us that how marri age is perc e i ved has been infl u-
enced throughout time by the surrounding culture . While we tend to think of mu t u a l
c o n s e n t , m o n o g a my, and life-long faithfulness as the hallmarks of Christian marri age ,
these have not been the standards over time, nor are they unive rsal today within the
Anglican Commu n i o n . Some of the most important ch a n ges and diffe rences are summa-
rized below.

M o n o g a m y

For the ancient Hebrew people, i m m o rtality was ach i eved through one’s descendants, s o
p ro c reation was of principal importance as was clear establishment of patri m o ny.
C o n c u b i n age and poly gy ny we re common and accepted. (Remember that when Sarah wa s
i n fe rt i l e , she chose Hagar to bear A b ra h a m ’s ch i l d , then caused Hagar and Ishmael to be
d ri ven away when Isaac was born so his right of inheritance would not be questioned.)

M o n o g a my as a practical concept came from Greco-Roman tra d i t i o n s , and the Chri s t i a n
belief in life eternal shifted some of the focus away from pro c reation as the reason fo r
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m a rri age (although not entire ly ) . The central fa m i ly unit during Roman times was not,
h oweve r, the couple but the household (including fa m i ly members , f ree persons and
s l ave s ) . For a long time, m a rri age was a concern only for people of pro p e rty who needed
to make provisions for their heirs — in fa c t , s l aves and indentured servants we re typically
forbidden to marry.

The earliest conve rts to Christianity we re pri m a ri ly the modera t e ly we a l t hy, w h o s e
m o rality was based on concern for intimate ord e r. T h ey placed high value on solidari t y,
the natural morality of the socially vulnerabl e , and on innate re s t raints of behavior leading
to fa i rness and fi d e l i t y. Long befo re the establishment of the Christian ch u rch , these ideas
we re beginning to impact on law and fa m i ly life , and in the third century AD slaves we re
fi n a l ly gi ven permission to marry. S t i l l , m o n o g a my was not a common practice until the
1 0th c e n t u ry, b e ginning fi rst among commoners and only later among the nobility.

To d ay the Episcopal Church in A m e rica condemns poly gy ny, w h i ch is also illegal in this
c o u n t ry. H oweve r, at the Lambeth Confe rence in 1988 the bishops agreed that conve rt s
to Christianity who came from poly gynous cultures could remain married to those wive s
t h ey had at the time of conve rs i o n . T h ey had only to pledge to take no additional wive s .
So poly gy ny is tolerated within the Anglican Communion under some circ u m s t a n c e s
even today.

The role of love and the purpose of marriage

For the people of the Old Te s t a m e n t , m a rri age was viewed as a contract between the
b ri d e groom and the pro s p e c t i ve fa t h e r - i n - l aw. The bride had no say in the matter. It wa s
the radical Protestants of the 17th and 18th c e n t u ries who introduced the concept of the
bond between men and women as the incarnation of divine love . H oweve r, a rra n ge d
m a rri ages remained the norm until well into Vi c t o rian times, with couples anticipating
respect and companionship (but not true intimacy) in their re l a t i o n s h i p .

The concept of love as a p re re q u i s i t e for marri age is quite new, dating only from the fi rs t
p a rt of the 20th c e n t u ry. The ideal of a “ c o u p l e ”a p p e a red in the popular media only after
the 1930’s — matri m o ny alone was no longer sufficient to legitimate intimate sexual re l a-
t i o n s h i p s , l ove was essential. E ven today, h oweve r, this is a peculiarly We s t e rn concept.
A rra n ged marri ages (often without the consent of the bride) are not uncommon in the
Anglican Churches of Southeast Asia and A f ri c a .

When we talk about the purpose of marri age , once again we encounter va riations in tra d i-
tion and teach i n g . P ro c reation remains the p ri n c i p a l purpose of marri age for the Roman
Catholic and some Protestant Church e s . H oweve r, the Anglican Church has listed it as only
o n e of the purposes, and not necessari ly the principal one, since the days of A rch b i s h o p
C ra n m e r. The 1979 Book of Common Praye r states that marri age “is intended by God fo r
[the] mutual joy [of the part n e rs ] ; for the help and comfo rt gi ven one another in pro s p e ri t y
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and adve rs i t y ; and when it is God’s will, for the pro c reation of ch i l d ren and their nu rt u re
in the know l e d ge and love of the Lord .”

In an age and culture where people have greater legal access to contraception and ab o r-
t i o n , the absolute tie between marri age and pro c reation has been almost completely
b ro ke n . In a culture where people fre q u e n t ly marry well past the age of ch i l d - b e a ri n g ,
i n clusion of the language of pro c reation in the wedding cere m o ny hard ly seems mean-
i n g f u l . Reason would say that today couples come together in love for mutual joy, for help
and comfo rt and, o n ly sometimes, for the pro c reation of ch i l d re n .

D i v o rc e

In ancient times, divorce was a man’s prerogative and relatively easy for him to accom-
plish. In Jewish and Greek cultures, women had no such recourse available to them
(although Roman society was somewhat more liberal in this regard). Leaving a woman
without the protection of the household or tribe was tantamount to a death penalty, so
Christ’s emphasis on men not divorcing their wives and remaining faithful to them was an
important step toward equality. Not until the 10 th century did the understanding of
marriage as an indissoluble state become widespread. The Counter-Reformation rein-
forced the ancient view of marriage as a sacrament, further strengthening the concept of
its being indissoluble.

This notion was ch a l l e n ged on the civil side in revo l u t i o n a ry Fra n c e , whose anti-cl e ri c a l
gove rnment decl a red marri age a civil contract only, making divo rce possibl e . The Fre n ch
constitution of 1791 outlined a list of reasons for granting a divo rc e , a list later reduced by
the Napoleonic code to thre e :c o nviction of having committed a serious cri m e , b ru t a l i t y,
and adultery. Although divo rce remained ra re well into the fi rst half of the 20th c e n t u ry,
most We s t e rn countries instituted re q u i rements for civil ceremonies (or licensing), a n d
couples could obtain a civil divo rce even if re l i gious institutions continued to forbid it.

W h i l e , in the wo rds of The Book of Common Praye r, m a rri age is “not to be entered into
u n a d v i s e d ly or lightly, but reve re n t ly, d e l i b e ra t e ly,” forbidding divo rce often turn e d
m a rri ages into life sentences of unremitting pain and sorrow. It was this recognition that
led the Episcopal Church to reconsider its stance on divo rc e . W h e re re m a rri age within the
ch u rch fo l l owing a divo rce was once fo r b i d d e n , bishops can now grant permission fo r
p rev i o u s ly divo rced individuals to marry again in the ch u rch . But this ch a n ge has only
o c c u rred within the last thirty ye a rs , and it is not unive rs a l ly shared by all ch u rches within
the Anglican Commu n i o n .

S t i l l , the ch u rch plays a role in moral leadership on the issue of divo rc e . E ven when divo rc e
is ack n ow l e d ged in the re l i gious contex t , the ch u rch applies more demanding standards to
re m a rri age than does the state. In the enfo rcement of these standard s , the ch u rch sets fo rt h
its vision that the intent of marri age is that it be monogamous, faithful and life - l o n g .
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Role of the church in marriage

From ancient times until the middle age s , although a rabbi or priest may have had a role in
wedding ceremonies (or, m o re usually, blessed the marri age bed to pray that ch i l d re n
would be born of the union), t h e re we re no standard liturgies for marri age s . We d d i n g s
we re not held in places of wo rs h i p . L i t u rgical rites for weddings begin to appear in
n o rt h e rn France as early as the 12th c e n t u ry, but the ritual was held at the ch u rch door
( p o s s i bly as a public repetition of a pri vate rite which had alre a dy taken place). The pri e s t
ve ri fied that there was mutual consent on the part of both parties and that there we re no
violations of the laws against consanguinity in the re l a t i o n s h i p , then stood by while the
c e re m o ny unfo l d e d , o ffe ring a blessing at the end. Not until the 17th c e n t u ry would the
c e re m o ny be held at the altar. E ven the sacramental nature of marri age has been in
d i s p u t e . The Counter-Refo rmation Roman Catholic Church re a ffi rmed marri age as a sacra-
m e n t , the pri m a ry purpose of which was pro c reation of ch i l d ren who would be raised in
the fa i t h . The Protestant ch u rches fi rm ly denied its sacramental nature and have been
a m b i valent about it ever since.

Whether a couple chooses to marry in a re l i gious cere m o ny is unive rs a l ly optional today.
Licensing cl e rgy to serve as civil authorities when they perfo rm a marri age is not wide-
s p re a d . S e p a rate civil cere m o n i e s , w h i ch may or may not be fo l l owed by a re l i gious one,
a re the norm for most of We s t e rn Euro p e . As with divo rc e , the role of the ch u rch is to
uphold its standards for intimate human relationships — and re l i gious authorities may
refuse to marry a couple even if the state wo u l d .

The public nature of marriage

R e g a rdless of the role of the ch u rch in the ri t u a l , one aspect of marri age that has re m a i n e d
constant is the importance placed on mu t u a l ly ex ch a n ged vows made in the name of God.
Whether made for marri age , p ro t e c t i o n , or some other purpose, the communal — and
s p i ritual — nature of such oaths leads to a public agreement to uphold the vows and to
s u p p o rt the person(s) making them. P u blic vow s , although a pri vate covenant betwe e n
the part n e rs , a ffect the whole commu n i t y, o ffe ring stability and order to re l a t i o n s h i p s .
This aspect of the communal nature of marri age is often lost in our peripatetic wo r l d . T h e
c o n gregational response “ We will!” in the 1979 order of service re i n fo rces the invo l ve m e n t
of the community of faith in upholding the couple in their new life toge t h e r.

C o n c l u s i o n

T h e re is no doubt that the model for marri age is a hetero s exual one. The roots of marri age
go back to the need to provide for the passage of pro p e rty from one ge n e ration to the nex t .
H oweve r, the concept of what a marri age is for and what constitutes a good marri age have
shifted over time to meet the ch a n ging understanding of personal re l a t i o n s h i p s .
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In our society, m a rri age is no longer needed to gain independence from fa m i ly or fo r
p ro t e c t i o n . Mutual consent, re s p e c t , a ffe c t i o n , and concern are seen as the core values of
intimate relationships — as they have been for the A m e rican ch u rch for most of its history.
Expectations of faithfulness and life-long commitment are still the norm within our
c o m munity of fa i t h , if not always shared by the society as a whole.

For more than the fi rst half of its life , the ch u rch had no standard rites for marri age . T h e
ch u rch ’s positions on eve rything from poly gy ny to divo rce have ch a n ged over time as
society has ch a n ge d . These ch a n ges re flect the influence of science, p a rt i c u l a r ly what we
h ave come to understand about psych o l o gy and human emotions, and our incre a s e d
awa reness of the equality of all human beings re g a rdless of race or ge n d e r.

The ch u rch has not always been at the fo re f ront of these ch a n ge s . The days are not long
past when the ch u rch supported the justification of slave ry based on a belief in the infe ri-
o rity of people of color, a view that carried through to the segregation of ch u rches and
acceptance of the state’s prohibition of interracial marri age s . These positions ch a n ge d
over time as the sin of such thinking became appare n t . Our views on homosexuality are
s i m i l a r ly shifting. To d ay we know mu ch more about homosexuality and its innate nature
than did the ancients, and we find this know l e d ge re flected in ch a n ging ch u rch attitudes
t owa rd gays and lesbians.

The 1976 and 1982 General Conventions of the Episcopal Church called upon Christians to
s u p p o rt the basic civil rights of gay men and lesbians in such matters as equal pro t e c t i o n
under the law and due pro c e s s . The 1985 General Convention called upon Episcopalians
“to foster a better understanding of homosexual persons and to dispel myths and pre j u-
dices about homosex u a l i t y.”A 1993 booklet published by Fo r wa rd Movement Publ i c a t i o n s ,
C h ristian Discipleship and Sex u a l i t y by The Right Reve rend Fre d e ri ck H. B o rs ch , B i s h o p
of Los A n ge l e s , s p o ke of the need to remember the General Conve n t i o n ’s actions in the
light of “ i n c reasing violence against gay men and lesbians in our society.”This call seems
even more pointed today and has been re i n fo rced by calls for action against intolera n c e
f rom the Presiding Bishop, House of Deputies President Pamela Chinnis, and our ow n
bishops in response to the October 1998 mu rder of Matthew Shepard , a gay student in
Wyo m i n g .

We are only beginning to recognize that homosexuality is a natural part of God’s cre a t i o n .
With that recognition comes the need to respond to the unive rsal longing for companion-
ship and for a stable society. Two people who love each other and mu t u a l ly commit them-
s e l ves to a monogamous, faithful and life-long relationship constitute a wholesome
example of an intimate Christian re l a t i o n s h i p . We believe that this example can be set by
either opposite-sex or same-sex couples.

Whether we call the covenanting of same-sex unions “ m a rri age ” is a matter of debate. Fo r
some — gay and straight — the term denotes a hetero s ex u a l , civil part n e rship which is not
ava i l able to same-sex part n e rs or which brings up stro n g ly held negative images of patri a rchy.
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For others  —  gay and straight — to call a same-sex union by any other name is to say that
s u ch a union is “second cl a s s ” and is not held to the same standards of mutual consent,
m o n o g a my and fa i t h f u l n e s s . We believe that, w h a t ever it is called, we mean the same
t h i n g . It is up to the couple to decide what name conveys the greater meaning. Our dra f t
l i t u rgy re flects this philosophy.

In addition, as a parish we take seri o u s ly our commu n i t y ’s responsibility to uphold a
couple in their life toge t h e r. All too often ch u rches become mere “ wedding ch a p e l s ,”
o ffe ring a space for the marri age rite but none of the on-going support that couples need.
We seek to strengthen our communal response to holy union by re q u i ring that at least one
member of any couple whose union we will uphold have a connection with our pari s h .
We have designed a process where by parish couples will meet with engaged part n e rs to
o ffer support and the wisdom that comes from ex p e rience about what keeps a re l a t i o n-
ship toge t h e r. We hope that this process will lead to some lasting friendships and on-go i n g
s u p p o rt after the cere m o ny takes place.

TH E PR O C E S S

While the fo rmal process of engaging the congregation in the discussion of marri age and
the covenanting of same-sex unions did not begin until the fall of 1996, in reality St.
T h o m a s ’ began its journ ey seve ral ye a rs befo re . The fi rst open discussions we re held in
1992 among the members of the Ve s t ry and the Search Committee prior to interv i ew i n g
candidates for the position of re c t o r. Although the Ve s t ry had anticipated having gay or
lesbian candidates for the position, it had not anticipated that some might be in long-term
re l a t i o n s h i p s . The Ve s t ry and the Search Committee met, with the help of a priest who
s e rved as consultant to the search , in a half-day session to discuss the General Conve n t i o n
statements on human sexuality re fe renced ab ove , to rev i ew Scri p t u ral passages relating to
h o m o s ex u a l i t y, and most import a n t ly to share their own ex p e riences and fe a rs . From that
discussion grew an understanding that celibacy is a special calling — for homosexuals as
well as hetero s exuals — and the key issues in looking at unions of same-sex part n e rs we re
the standards of commitment and faithfulness to which the couple held itself.

While not eve ry parish will have a search for a new rector as the instigator, we stro n g ly
feel such discussion is necessary. I n d e e d , the opinion of the ecclesiastical court in the
case of Bishop Righter almost re q u i res such a discussion. In issuing its fi n d i n g s , t h e
c o u rt stated, “The Court is not giving an opinion on the morality of same-gender re l a-
t i o n s h i p s . We are not deciding whether life - l o n g , c o m m i t t e d , s ex u a l ly same gender re l a-
tionships are or are not a wholesome example with respect to ordination vow s .” But that
begs the question. If celibacy is a special calling and if unmarried hetero s exual priests in
a long-term monogamous relationship are considered unwholesome ex a m p l e s , t h e n
what constitutes a “wholesome ex a m p l e ” of same-sex relationships when “ m a rri age ” i s
not an option? How does this relate to traditional marri age? And what should be the
response of the faith commu n i t y ?
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L i ke others in the diocese, in 1993 St.T h o m a s ’s p o n s o red a discussion on Scri p t u re , t h e
ch u rch ’s teach i n g , and human sex u a l i t y. The pro gra m , d eveloped by the national ch u rch ,
w h i ch encouraged its use in eve ry diocese, a t t racted about fifteen regular part i c i p a n t s . I t
was the fi rst time that the parish had sponsored an open discussion that allowed us to
ex p l o re what the Bible had to say about human sexuality and to struggle with our beliefs,
ex p e ri e n c e s , fe a rs , and misconceptions. Although the discussion invo l ved only a handful
of people, it created a common understanding of Scri p t u re which allowed us to accept
e a ch other as equal ch i l d ren of God’s cre a t i o n . We believe fi rm ly that such a discussion
must occur befo re parishes can begin to deal with the covenanting of same-sex unions.

Except for this brief study pro gra m , h oweve r, the conve rsation on human sexuality and
the covenanting of same-sex unions continued pri m a ri ly within the Ve s t ry. In the fall of
1995 the Ve s t ry began meeting with re p re s e n t a t i ves of other denominations which had
wo rked through these issues. Ann T h o m p s o n - C o o k , a c t i ve in the United Methodist
C h u rch ’s “Reconciling Congre g a t i o n s ”p ro gra m , and Grant Thompson (no relation) of a
local Quaker Meeting which had agreed to uphold same-sex unions, met on separate occa-
sions with the Ve s t ry to talk about the processes within their own congregations and to
s h a re their understandings of same-sex unions. Later in the process Charles Bri o dy, a
U n i t a rian minister, s h a red his ex p e rience with same-sex unions in one of that denomina-
t i o n ’s pari s h e s . In addition, the Right Reve rend Charles E. B e n n i s o n , J r. (at the time a
p ro fessor at the Episcopal Divinity Sch o o l ) , a member of an info rmal group looking at the
issue of same-sex unions, met on two occasions with the Ve s t ry to share what was go i n g
on in other parts of the Episcopal Church . Talking to others who had gone through a
thoughtful process of study and re flection and could provide pers p e c t i ve on what wa s
happening in the ch u rch as a whole helped us immeasurably. Talking to others of fa i t h
who have struggled with the questions surrounding same sex unions provides pers p e c t i ve
and broadens the nature of one’s own inquiry. We stro n g ly recommend such discussions.

In Fe b ru a ry 1996 the outgoing and incoming Ve s t ry members met for a daylong re t reat at
the diocesan confe rence center in Baltimore . The main item on the agenda was to discuss
our understanding of marri age and how that translated into what we believed about same-
s ex unions. We had two outside fa c i l i t a t o rs for that discussion. Guided by them, we talke d
about our ex p e riences with traditional marri age and with same-sex couples in committed
re l a t i o n s h i p s . We re a ched consensus on the similar nature of our expectations for what
constituted “ m a rri age ” a n d , while we could not agree on what to call it, did agree that
e q u i valent expectations applied to same-sex unions that we would consider “ w h o l e s o m e
ex a m p l e s .”

For the Lenten pro gram that year we held a series of discussions entitled, “ B eyo n d
To l e ra n c e : Looking at the Nature of Pre j u d i c e .” The opening session focused on the Bibl e
and what it has to say about how we treat someone who is “ o t h e r.” From the Old
Testament suspicion of the “ s t ra n ge r ” to the New Te s t a m e n t ’s insistence of the broad nature
of the “household of God,”we traced the ch a n ging commandments of our faith tra d i t i o n .
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The fo l l owing sessions dealt specifi c a l ly with issues of ra c e , ge n d e r, and human sex u a l i t y
with speake r / fa c i l i t a t o rs leading us in confronting our own ex p e riences and pre j u d i c e s .

In August 1996 the Reve rend Dr. William Country m a n , p ro fessor of New Testament at the
C h u rch Divinity School of the Pa c i fic and a guest pre a cher at our pari s h , s p o ke in favor of
c ovenanting same-sex unions but also ch a l l e n ged the parish to take seri o u s ly its re s p o n s i-
bility as a community to uphold all couples in their lives toge t h e r, as well as people living
s i n g ly. While the subject of his sermon was unanticipated, D r. C o u n t ryman moved the
discussion fo r wa rd in important ways by emphasizing the communal nature of a publ i c
a ffi rmation of vow s .

In October 1996 the senior wa rd e n , in a letter to the pari s h , s h a red with the congre g a t i o n
the Ve s t ry ’s commitment to upholding the fa i t h f u l , m o n o g a m o u s , and life-long commit-
ment of same-sex couples and invited the congregation into an open dialogue around the
i s s u e . O ver the course of the next month, the senior wa rden gave a homily on her under-
standing of marri age and her journ ey to concluding that same-sex unions could be as sacra-
mental in nature , and the rector delive red a sermon on what Scri p t u re has to say ab o u t
m a rri age . (See Appendices C and D.) 

On Fe b ru a ry 21 and 22, 1 9 9 7 , t h i rty-six members of the congregation (the Ve s t ry and
their spouses or part n e rs , plus additional members invited to complete a re p re s e n t a t i ve
c ross-section of the parish) met on re t reat with the Reve rend Dr. M a ri lyn McCord A d a m s ,
p ro fessor of historical theology at the Yale Divinity Sch o o l . The fi rst session was led by a
p ro fessional story-teller who told stories of relationships and invited us to share our ow n .
Then Dr. Adams provided a fra m ewo rk for thinking about our sexual and spiritual selves by
asking us to re flect in small groups upon a series of questions:What good is sex u a l i t y ?
What are the fruits of love and how are they manifested? What is meant by fa i t h f u l n e s s
and why is permanence important? If we define certain types of relationships as the ones
we would uphold, what would we ex clude? How would we , as a pari s h , s u p p o rt couples
in their lives together? A summary of the discussions was shared with the entire congre g a-
tion through our ch u rch B u l l e t i n. About this time the Ve s t ry ch a rt e red two committees,
one to draft a liturgy for the covenanting of unions (for both mixed- and same-sex couples)
and a process for supporting the couple through its pre p a ration for such a cove n a n t .

Our 1997 Lenten pro gram fo l l owed along the same lines. Using Bishop Bors ch ’s booklet,
C h ristian Discipleship and Sex u a l i t y, we ex p l o red the concepts of marri age and divo rc e ,
our beliefs about sexual intimacy outside of marri age , and gay and lesbian sex u a l i t y.
D u ring the initial session the rector provided an ove rv i ew of the Biblical and theologi c a l
t e a chings on sex u a l i t y, then participants bro ke into small groups which served as their
discussion groups for the remainder of the sessions. We used the concept of dialogue
outlined in the booklet and, with some modifi c a t i o n s , the discussion fo rmat sugge s t e d .
E a ch group had a fa c i l i t a t o r / re c o rder who captured the gro u p ’s responses to the va ri o u s
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questions posed. About 35 pari s h i o n e rs attended the seri e s , and a summary of the discus-
sions was shared with the entire congre g a t i o n .

Up to that time, opportunities for discussion had all taken place on weekend retreats or
in evening adult education forums, so an additional series of forums was held after the
11:00 service on four summer Sundays. Followed by an ice cream social, the forums
attracted approximately 20 parishioners each time, many of them people who had not
been previously involved in the process. The forums lasted about 45 minutes and were
led by the rector and various members of the congregation. The rector gave an overview
of the scriptural understanding of family and marriage in the opening forum. The second
was a panel discussion between two couples, one straight and one gay, on what commit-
ment meant to them. The third and fourth provided opportunities for parishioners to
contribute to the development of a process for supporting couples and the drafting of a
suitable liturgy for covenanting unions. Again, summaries of the discussions were shared
with the whole congregation.

Fifty to sixty percent of our adult membership participated in the Ve s t ry discussions, t h e
we e kend re t re a t , or the Lenten pro gram based on Bishop Bors ch ’s booklet. A d d i t i o n a l
m e m b e rs attended the Sunday fo ru m s , the Lenten pro gram on prejudice and the fi rst study
group on human sex u a l i t y. All pari s h i o n e rs re c e i ved copies of the B u l l e t i n with the 
o n - going summaries of the discussions; most heard the Sunday morning sermons on the
subjects of marri age and same-sex unions. T h e re we re (and are) members of the congre g a-
tion who felt we spent too mu ch time in discussion, but most ack n ow l e d ge that each
c o nve rsation raised new and important issues for considera t i o n . T h e re is also stro n g
consensus that open discussion, i nvolving as many members of the community who wish
to part i c i p a t e , is the best way to deal with subjects as difficult and emotional as marri age
and the covenanting of same-sex unions.

From this process emerged the consensus outlined in the intro d u c t o ry paragraphs ab ove .
Along the way it became obvious that what we we re doing was bound to strengthen 
t raditional marri ages as we l l . We have come out of this time cl e a rer in our own minds
about the standards by which we as Christians are asked to live and the importance of the
c o m munity in upholding all couples, g ay or stra i g h t , who try to fo rge a union based on
these ideals. Our liturgy is designed to be used by any couple, g ay or stra i g h t , who seek
to have a holy union. We re q u i re that all couples — straight or gay — meet the re q u i re-
ments set fo rth in our “conditions for marri age ” (at least one member of the couple mu s t
h ave a connection with the parish and couples intending to enter a holy union meet with
other couples in the parish prior to the cere m o ny to talk about what that means). We
h o p e , in this way, to promote the Christian ideal of a union between two people who
mu t u a l ly consent to vows of monogamy, fa i t h f u l n e s s , and life-long love .
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P R E S E N TATION AND PRAYERS FOR A COUPLE BEGINNING 
DISCERNMENT TOWARD MARRIAGE/HOLY UNION

The celebrant invites the couple to come forward at an appropriate moment in the
Sunday service. The celebrant then says

In the presence of God and this worshiping community, I present N. and N. who are
beginning the process of discernment toward a covenant of marriage/holy union. As they
seek God to be the center of this process, they now present themselves to God and this
community as a couple, asking blessing and support.

Let us pray:
Almighty God, dwell with N. and N. as they begin the process of discernment. Guide
them through the questions, answers, thoughts, pains, and joys that are needed in order
to bring them to a fuller understanding of their relationship. Bless this couple and this
community who support them. Reveal Your will for these Your servants and their future.
All this we ask in Jesus Christ’s name. Amen.

The celebrant addresses the people:
Celebrant As N. and N.’s family in Christ, will you offer your support, friendship and 

prayers as they seek God’s will for their lives?

People We will.

Celebrant N. and N., may the blessing of God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit be with you today, remain with you and uphold you both
forever. May you see God in one another, be aware of God in your daily
lives, and seek God’s will for the future. All this we ask through Jesus
Christ our Savior. Amen.
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A RITE FOR THE CELEBRATION AND BLESSING OF A 
M A R R I A G E / H O LY UNION

THE CHURCH’S TEACHING

The Celebrant, facing the people and the two persons to be joined in marriage/holy
union, who stand before him/her, shall say:

Dear people of God: we have come together to witness and bless the covenant of
love and fidelity which N. and N. have made with each other. A bond and covenant of
marriage/holy union was established by God in creation. God made our first parents for
each other, and when they had fallen into sin, God created a new household by grace in
Abraham and Sarah, through which all people might be blessed. In the fulness of time,
Our Lord Jesus Christ, fruit of that household, gathered the Apostles together with
himself to create a new family of God. Behold now the mystery of the union between N.
and N., called by God to embody in their covenant that union between Christ and His
Church.

The union of two people in heart, body and mind is intended by God for their
mutual joy; for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity and adversity; and
that their love may be a source of grace and blessing to all whom they encounter. This
solemn covenant is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, deliber-
ately and with the commitment to seek God’s will for their lives.

D E C L A R ATION OF CONSENT

The Celebrant addresses the couple:
Celebrant N1, will you have N2 as your partner in life, to live together in the

covenant of marriage/holy union?  Will you love him/her, comfort him/her,
honor and keep him/her in sickness and in health and, forsaking all others,
be faithful to him/her as long as you both shall live?

N1 I will.

Celebrant N2, will you have N1 as your partner in life, to live together in the
covenant of marriage/holy union?  Will you love him/her, comfort him/her,
honor and keep him/her in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others,
be faithful to him/her as long as you both shall live?

N2 I will.

Celebrant (To sponsors) N3 and N4, you have been chosen to accompany N. and N.
as they journey towards the fulfillment of their commitment, growing in
love and faithfulness. Will you support them in their life together?

Sponsors We will.1

1If there are no sponsors, omit this portion.
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In the fo l l owing question to the witnessing congre ga t i o n , the wo rds “ fa m i ly in God” o r
“ s p i ritual fa m i ly ” m ay be substituted if appro p ri a t e . The couple may also ask this 
question dire c t ly of the people, e . g . , “As our fa m i ly in Chri s t , will you share our joy s , . . .”

Celebrant (To the people) As N. and N.’s family in Christ, will you share their joys,
help 

them to bear their burdens, and do all in your power to uphold them in
their marriage/covenant of holy union?

People We will.

M I N I S T RY OF THE WORD

Celebrant The Lord be with you.

People And also with you.

Celebrant Let us pray.

O gracious and everliving God, You have taught us to love one another as Christ loved us.
Look with favor on N. and N. who come to You seeking Your blessing. Assist them with
Your grace, that with true fidelity and steadfast love they may honor and keep the prom-
ises and vows they make. Protect them from all trouble and danger and bring them with
us to the heavenly feast of Your eternal kingdom, through Jesus Christ our Savior, who
lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, in glory everlasting. Amen.

R E A D I N G S

There shall be readings from Scripture (including a reading from the Gospels if Holy
Communion is to follow).

Old Testament:
Ruth 1:16-17
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (New English Bible)
Micah 4:1-3, 6-8
Zephaniah 3; 14-20
Song of Songs 2:10-13, 8:6-7
I Samuel 18:16, 3, 20:16-17, 42a
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12

New Testament:
I Corinthians 12:31-13:13
Ephesians 3:14-19
Romans 12: 9-19
I John 4:7-16, 21
II Corinthians 5:17-20
Colossians 3:12b-16a
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Psalms:
Ps 67, 65 85, 111, 127, 133: 1-3, 149, 8:10-11

Gospel:
John 15:9-12
John 2:1-11
Matthew 5:14-16
Matthew 7:24-27
Mark 12: 38-34
Luke 6:32-38
Luke 10:21-24

A Homily may follow.

V O W S

After the Homily, the couple are asked to come forward and stand facing one another.

N1 (taking N2’s hands in hers/his): N 2 , I join my life with yo u rs , f rom this day
fo r wa rd . In pro s p e rity and in hard s h i p , in health and in sick n e s s , in joy and in
s o rrow, I will love , p rotect and support you as long as we both shall live . This I
vow befo re God.

N2 (taking N1’s hands in hers/his): N 1 , I join my life with yo u rs , f rom this day
fo r wa rd . In pro s p e rity and in hard s h i p , in health and in sick n e s s , in joy and in
s o rrow, I will love , p rotect and support you as long as we both shall live . This I
vow befo re God.

BLESSING OF THE RINGS

Celebrant: Eternal God, bless these rings as symbols of the love and trust between 
N. and N.

N1: (Giving ring to N2): This ring is a token of my faithfulness and love, and a
symbol that all I have I share with you.

N2: (Giving ring to N1): This ring is a token of my faithfulness and love, and a

symbol that all I have I share with you.2

Celebrant: We have witnessed the promises made by N. and N. and now recognize
their union in heart, body and mind.

N. and N., you have committed yourselves to one another in love,
joy and tenderness. Become one. Fulfill your promises.
And may God’s grace be with you for ever. Amen.

2Ring blessing and exchange of rings may be omitted.



P R AY E R S

The prayers may be led by the celebrant, a deacon, one of the sponsors, or a family
member chosen by the couple.

Almighty and Everliving God, Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer, clothe N. and N. with
Your Spirit. Cement the bond of their union and create one flesh and one spirit
together. Amen.

Grant N. and N. the wisdom and vision to see Your image in one another and the courage
to honor You in their love for one another. Amen.

Grant that all who observe N. and N. in their life together may see Your presence in their
love for one another. Amen.

Give them such fulfillment of their mutual affection that they may reach out in love and
concern to others. Amen.

[B e s t ow on them, if it is Your will, the gift and heri t age of ch i l d re n , and the grace to
b ring them up to know Yo u , to love Yo u , and to serve Yo u . Amen.]

[Bless N. (and N.), the child(ren) of N. and N., that this newly formed household may be
a place of nurture and strength for him/her/them. Amen.]

[Guard, guide and protect your Church. Grant that its members and the works that they
do may always reflect your presence and will in this world. Amen.]

[Be present with the leaders of our nation and the leaders of other nations. Move them
to seek peaceful resolution to conflict and help them to govern in a wise and just
manner. Amen.]

Bless the union of N. and N. Walk with them in joy and in sorrow, sustain them in pros-
perity and in adversity, guide them in light and in darkness, and center them in
their love for one another. Amen.

B L E S S I N G

The blessing is pronounced by the celebrant. The couple may stand facing the celebrant
or may kneel. The celebrant may place his/her hands on the heads of the couple or

hold their joined hands.

O GOD, you have so consecrated the covenant of marriage/holy union that in it is repre-
sented the spiritual unity between Christ and his Church: Send therefore Your blessing
upon these Your servants, that they may so love, honor, and cherish one another in faith-
fulness and patience, in wisdom and true godliness, that their home may be a haven of
blessing and peace; through Jesus Christ our Savior, who lives and reigns with You and
the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.
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OR

Most gracious God, we give You thanks for Your tender love in sending Jesus Christ to
come among us, to be born of a human mother, and to make the way of the cross to be
the way of life. By the power of Your Holy Spirit, pour out the abundance of Your bless-
ings upon these two people. Defend them from every enemy. Lead them into all peace.
Let their love for each other be a seal upon their hearts, a mantle about their shoulders,
and a crown upon their foreheads. Bless them in their work and in their companionship;
in their sleeping and in their waking; in their joys and in their sorrows; in their life and in
their death. Finally, in Your mercy, bring them to that table where Your saints feast
forever in Your heavenly home; through Jesus Christ our Savior, who with You and the
Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

In conclusion:
God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, bless, preserve and keep you;the
Lord look upon you with mercy and favor, and fill you with all spiritual benediction and
grace;that you may faithfully live together in this life, and in the age to come have life
everlasting. Amen.

THE PEACE

Celebrant The peace of the Lord be always with you.

People And also with you.

The couple greet each other and the congregation. The Offertory follows immediately.

H O LY COMMUNION

Preface
Because in the holy covenant of love between two people You have given us an image of
the heavenly Jerusalem where we will be finally united with Your Son Jesus Christ our
Lord; who loves us and gave himself for us to make the whole creation new. . . (the
Celebrant continues: Therefore with angels and archangels. . . ).

Postcommunion Prayer
O God, the giver of all that is true and lovely and gracious:We give You thanks for binding
us together in these holy mysteries of the Body and Blood of Your Son Jesus Christ. Grant
that by Your Holy Spirit, N. and N., now joined in marriage/holy union, may become one
in heart and soul, live in fidelity and peace, and obtain those eternal joys prepared for all
who love You: for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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S T. THOMAS’ PARISH DISCERNMENT PROCESS
FOR HOLY UNION/MARRIAGE

In both the marriage rite in the Book of Common Prayer and in the rite proposed
by St.Thomas’ Parish the congregation, and, by extension, the whole Christian
Community, is asked if they will support the couple in their life ahead. In St.Thomas’
rite, the question is:“As [the couples’] family in Christ, will you share their joys, help
them to bear their burdens, and do all in your power to uphold them in their covenant?”
As one way of giving this community support, St.Thomas’Vestry has a fundamental
requirement that the Parish and the couple engage with one another in the process
leading to discernment concerning the couple’s readiness to enter into a holy
union/marriage. This discernment is meant to be a supportive one in which the couple
receives the assistance of fellow parishioners, including some who are in relationships, as
they move toward making their own commitment.

For a service of holy union/marriage by a couple at St.Thomas’ Parish, at least one
member of the couple must be a communicant of this parish. The couple is expected to
have participated in the life of the parish for at least a year before the completion of the
discernment process and the scheduling of a holy union/marriage service.

The process of discernment will va ry with the ch a racter of each couple and their
p a rticular life situation (age , length of commitment, p rior re l a t i o n s h i p s , etc.) but will,
at the minimu m , contain the fo l l owing steps:

1) To initiate the process, the couple will send a brief letter to the Rector requesting
that their marriage/holy union be solemnized at St.Thomas’. This letter is to be a
brief introduction saying

1) Who they are,
2) What their relationship to the Episcopal Church and this Parish is,
3) Why they are at the point of seeking a service solemnizing their 

commitment.

2) The Rector or officiating priest will meet with the couple for counseling several
times over the course of the discernment process. Topics will include spiritual,
liturgical, and practical matters which couples should address before entering into
a life-long union. The following are the kinds of questions which will be raised.

4) How and why has God called you to Holy Union/marriage?
5) What is the relationship of the desire for a religious ceremony and the need

for civil recognition?
6) How do you as individuals and as a couple view commitment?
7) What is your understanding of the nature and importance of the liturgy?

Other questions specific to each couple will be considered. Examples include the
place of children in their relationship, finances, religious background differences.
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3) The Couple will also meet with members of the parish selected by the offi c i a t i n g
p riest in consultation with the couple. The role of these persons is to offe r
s u p p o rt to the couple. T h ey will meet these “ M e n t o rs ”t h ree to fi ve times spre a d
over a two to four month peri o d , perhaps over dinner, for discussions on the
n a t u re of Christian marri age / h o ly union and the couple’s pre p a ration for this
c o m m i t m e n t . The Mentors will include persons who are in relationships and
who are willing to share their ex p e riences and address a question such as “ w h a t
do we wish we had thought about befo re we got marri e d ? ” C e rt a i n ly topics
discussed with the officiating priest may, if the couple wishes, be discussed in
this setting as we l l .

4) The couple’s relationship with the officiating priest and with the Mentors is meant
to be an ongoing one, not stopping with the marriage ceremony. Participation in
the life of the community and giving and receiving support are ongoing commit-
ments the couple and the community make to one another.

5) The parish will develop resources including written reference materials and
personnel to assist couples seeking to enter into holy unions and for ongoing
support.
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Thoughts on Marriage,  A Homily
Sandra C.  Kolb,  Senior Wa rd e n

“To have and to hold from this day fo r wa rd , for better for wo rs e , fo r
richer for poore r, in sickness and in health, to love and to cheri s h , t i l l
death us do part , a c c o rding to God’s holy ord i n a n c e ; and thereto I gi ve
thee my tro t h .”

With these words fifty-five years ago, my parents married each other. Thirty-one
years later in this very place, Jim and I exchanged our vows in words modernized but
basically the same.

Between my parents’ wedding day and my own attitudes toward marriage and
toward sexual relationships in general had changed. The birth control pill removed the
fear of unwanted pregnancy from sexual intercourse and made moral absolutes of “saving
oneself for marriage”a meaningless abstraction in the lives of many. Justifiable feminist
rage over the subordination of women and their social, emotional, and financial entrap-
ment in exploitive and sometimes violent relationships caused couples to question
whether marriage was a valuable institution.

And the institutional ch u rch , our moral compass, failed to catch up with the times;
failed to offer a road map for its members struggling with the reality of their live s . Within the
Episcopal ch u rch , with its reliance on scri p t u re , t radition and re a s o n , debates on marri age
and moral ethics re flected — and continue to re flect — those that consume society at large .
We Episcopalians are not of one mind when it comes to matters sexual or mari t a l .

The differences are most obvious when the discussion turns to gay or lesbian rela-
tionships. The ecclesiastical court ruling in Bishop Righter’s case earlier this year stated,
“The Court is not giving an opinion on the morality of same gender relationships. We are
not deciding whether life-long, committed, sexual same gender relationships are or are
not a wholesome example with respect to ordination vows.”

Yet that begs the question. A straight clergy person living in an unmarried,
though committed and life-long, sexual relationship with a member of the opposite sex
would certainly NOT be considered a wholesome example by the church at large. So the
church — and we — are immediately confronted with the issue of what constitutes a
“wholesome example”of same gender relationships and how that relates to what we
understand about marriage.

So today I want to talk about marriage — not as a legal contract because that is a
separable issue — but as what I understand it to be in the context of Christian commu-
nity. Let me acknowledge at the start that marriage is not a state to which everyone is
called, but it is a relationship which the church, at least for the past several centuries,
has sanctified in sacrament. It is one of the biggest bones of contention in the public
square, challenging — even requiring us — to take a stand. And if we can agree on what
constitutes a marriage we can, perhaps, back our way into agreement on what consti-
tutes moral behavior in other relationships.



I want to share my own journ ey in unders t a n d i n g . I speak to you out of my ow n
ex p e ri e n c e : as a straight married wo m a n , a mother, l i fe-long Episcopalian and member
of this congre g a t i o n . Your ex p e rience may be diffe rent — in fact the ra n ge of ex p e ri-
ence in this room is pro b ably as dive rse as the people gathered here . For some marri age
is a bitter memory or a shattered dre a m , for others a painful reminder of patri a rchy ’s
v i ew of women as chattel to be gi ven away. But understanding comes from our
u n h a p py and ambiguous, as well as our joy f u l , ex p e ri e n c e s . T h rough sharing our
d i ve rse journ eys I hope we can fo rge a consensus that will help this pari s h , this diocese,
and ye s , this institutional ch u rch we call ours , re a ch a new understanding of Chri s t i a n
and committed re l a t i o n s h i p s .

The words of the marriage vows themselves serve as my starting place. I believe
these words have changed little since my parents’ time because they, in fact, define a
Christian marriage. “To have and to hold, to love and to cherish. . .” Marriage is, of
course, a love relationship privately entered into and distinguished from other love rela-
tionships by sexual intimacy, depth of faithfulness, and life-long nature.

Madeleine L’Engle is an eminent writer of fiction and thoughtful essayist in the
Anglican tradition. She has written frequently of her own marriage and much of what
she has to say mirrors my own experience. In her book of essays, The Irrational Season,
she notes:

If we commit ourselves to one person for life this is not, as many people
think, a rejection of freedom; rather, it demands the courage to move into
all the risks of freedom, and the risk of love which is permanent, into that
love which is not possession but participation.1

It is this principle of participation which my parents illustrated for me. They were
very clear that “to have and to hold”does not mean “to crush.” Life in a rectory — my
father is an Episcopal clergyman — is a fishbowl, bounded by people’s expectations and
constant scrutiny. Still, my parents managed to retain their individuality: partners and
helpmates, giving each other the freedom to be more than they as individuals might have
imagined.

“Until parted by death.” “Marriage,” my mother said, “doesn’t mean that you will
never meet someone else you could love. It is your promise that you won’t do anything
about it.” In my parent’s day — and for much of my life — the church rigidly enforced
these words, refusing to sanctify the marriage of anyone who had been previously
divorced. Sometimes the result was to trap people — frequently women — in destruc-
tive relationships.

That has changed in the last twenty or thirty years. Bishops may now grant
permission for previously divorced individuals to marry again with the church’s blessing.
The recognition that death can come in ways other than physical is an important admis-
sion of humankind’s all too fallible nature.
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S t i l l , I think the expectation of the life-long nature of marri age should hold tru e .
Although “ l i fe - l o n g ” is longer than it used to be, I believe that unless there is an ex p e c t a-
tion of permanence it is difficult to make the relationship last through the hard times.
M a rri age is  “ . . . not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reve re n t ly, d e l i b e ra t e ly.”

While marriage begins in the heart — as dad always said, “By the time the couple
get to the altar they have already married”— Christian marriage takes place in the
community. It is a public commitment, a sacrament: the “outward and visible sign of an
inward and spiritual grace.”

The new prayer book makes explicit the communal nature of the commitment in a
way that the wedding ceremony my parents used did not. The friends and family gath-
ered at Jim’s and my wedding agreed to “support and uphold (the) marriage in the years
ahead” with a joyful “We will!” The importance of the public nature of that commitment
cannot be underestimated. For if, as the now too often heard African proverb says, “it
takes a village to raise a child,” it takes at least a community to nurture a marriage.

A stanza from Madeleine L’Engle’s poem “Lovers Apart” sums up the importance of
sacrament.

We may not love in emptiness;
We married in a peopled place.
The vows we made enrich and bless
The smile on every stranger’s face.2

When I was a teenager, one of my friends became pregnant. My father officiated
at her wedding at a time when many churches would have turned her away. He and I
talked about the situation. “I believe,” he said, “that couple needs all the support we can
give them if they are going to make it. They are willing to try, and we must offer them
our best.” It was a lovely wedding.

It is in the hard times — the times apart ; the times of estra n ge m e n t ; the times of fo r
wo rs e , for poore r, or in sickness — that the strength of the community is needed.
P romises made publ i cly and supported openly are less easy to bre a k , and sometimes that is
what gets you thro u g h . The casseroles brought to my house while I re c u p e rated fro m
s u rge ry, the rides to the doctor people offe red my mother when she became ill, the times
when friends have taken the ch i l d ren for a we e ke n d : these have sustained my ow n
m a rri age .

M a rri age is no guarantee of happiness, it is only a promise of companionship in
facing life ’s vag a ri e s . Keeping a marri age relationship thriving is hard wo rk . Riding in a
taxi one day, Madeleine L’Engle mentioned to the dri ver that she and her husband we re
c e l e b rating their twenty-ninth annive rs a ry. It must be some kind of re c o rd for a wri t e r
and an actor she mu s e d . The taxi dri ver turned to her, “ L a dy, t h a t ’s not a re c o rd . T h a t ’s
a mira cl e .”3



If I understand marriage as a promise of fidelity and love, pledged in private and
declared openly before God and congregation, how do I relate that understanding to life-
long, committed gay or lesbian relationships?

That part of my journ ey began fi ve ye a rs ago when St.T h o m a s ’ was searching for a
n ew re c t o r, and I ch a i red the Search Committee. C l e rgy couples find their re l a t i o n s h i p s
s c rutinized by Search Committees who want to know just how the spouse will “ fit in,”
and what role the spouse will play in the life of the parish (no Ellen Cooks need apply ! ) .
It is difficult enough for Search Committees to handle this issue when dealing with
s t raight married pri e s t s , but we had gay priests who we re in committed re l a t i o n s h i p s
a p p lying as we l l .

Although the man who served as the assistant and later the interim rector of 
St.Thomas,’ was gay, he was not in a life-long, committed relationship. I, frankly, was so
naive that I had never even thought about gay couples in this context or how we would
— or should — assess their commitment to each other. As the Search Committee and the
vestry worked through this issue, it became clear that the common ground we shared
was our understanding of the basic characteristics of marriage as illustrated by the
marriage vows. If a clergy couple were to be a “wholesome example,” then their relation-
ship and their understanding of commitment needed to reflect those characteristics.
Standards that applied to straight married couples, we applied to gay couples as well.

In the search process we encountered gay clergy couples living in the closet, with
parish and bishop said not to “know”what was going on. I feared for the stability of
these relationships if they were free to be lived openly. We interviewed gay priests who
found it difficult to be open with us because disclosure seemed so perilous. I had not
expected to be so moved by their situations. And we met openly gay couples whose rela-
tionships were as stable as any we found among the straight candidates. I marveled at
the ability of these couples to establish relationships, in spite of the odds stacked against
them, that most straight couples would envy.

I came to understand that these couples reflected in their lives all that I under-
stood marriage to mean. What was missing was the public affirmation of their promises
to each other. There was no sacrament to offer.

Thus I have come to believe that we must move in that direction, to develop a
sacrament of promise and commitment that allows gay and lesbian couples to affirm their
vows before God and community. Is it “marriage?” I think so, though that is a semantic
hurdle too high for many people to leap.
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The vestry has worked through these issues as well over the past year or so. The
discussions have not always been easy, but we have reached consensus that the standards
of commitment to life-long, sexual relationships which we honor are the same for all
couples, gay or straight. Over the next several months there will be opportunities for
you to join the vestry in continuing to explore the communal and sacramental nature of
life-long, committed sexual relationships. We seek consensus within the parish as a
whole about the nature of these relationships, praying that the Holy Spirit will move the
dialogue within our parish and church forward. As we journey I call upon God to guide
our steps with these words of petition from the wedding service.

Grant that the bonds of our common humanity, by which all your children
are united one to another, and the living to the dead, may be so trans-
formed by your grace that your will may be done on earth as it is in heaven;
where, O Father, with your Son and the Holy Spirit, you live and reign in
perfect unity now and for ever.

Amen.

October 27, 1996
St.Thomas’ Episcopal Church
Washington, DC

Notes

1Madeline L’Engle, The Irrational Season (Harper San Francisco, 1977), p. 47.

2Ibid., p. 51.

3Ibid., p. 41.
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TH E CO V E N A N T

A sermon preached at St.Thomas’ Parish, Dupont Circle, Washington,
DC, by The Rector, The Reverend James C. Holmes on The Twenty-fourth
Sunday after Pentecost, 10 November 1996.

It is something of a stre t ch to move from the parable of the wise and fo o l i s h
v i rgins to pick up on the discussion of marri age begun by Sandy Ko l b , but I am sure
m o re tenuous ties have been made than the discussion of the impending marri age 
feast and the need to be re a dy for it with the subject of commitment and Chri s t i a n
c o m mu n i t y. What I want to do this morning is to continue the theme of Sandy ’s serm o n
f rom my own pers p e c t i ve , and in light of the intervening Sunday, a Sunday on which 
t wo persons we re baptized into the household of God, and those of us witnessing that
re n ewed our own baptismal cove n a n t .

Two weeks ago Sandy preached here on marriage, and suggested, with good
reason, that this parish is moving to a broader understanding of marriage, one which
includes not only the union of a man and a woman, but the joining of two persons of the
same gender as well. One seminary professor described her remarks as brilliant and
beautiful, a conclusion with which many here would heartily agree.

It is ironic that on the same Sunday that Sandy was preaching here the December
issue of Penthouse hit the newsstands, with a scandalous story accusing an Episcopal
priest in Brooklyn bringing young adult men to this country with the purpose of keeping
them as sexual slaves. The story is lurid and graphic in its account and includes sexual
encounters in the church and drug use. It also includes a marriage ceremony between
the priest and one of the young men.

The article was about everything except what Sandy was talking about. It was not
about loving and cherishing, about commitment, about mutual support and nurture in
the midst of “better and worse, richer and poorer, sickness and health.” It was rather
about exploitation, one human being using another, about the misuses of religious
symbols and space. At its heart, it was about the violation of the baptismal covenant
which we renewed here last week in which we committed ourselves once again to
respect the dignity of every human being.

As you can imagi n e , t h e re was a terri ble outcry against the events alleged to have
t a ken place in Bro o k ly n . The priest resigned as rector his parish and renounced his 
p ri e s t h o o d , the Bishop of Long Island promised a full inquiry, bishops from around the
c o u n t ry issued statements deploring the behav i o r. A n d , as you can imagi n e , c o n s e rva t i ve
Episcopalians around the country we re outrage d . T h ey did not know about Sandy ’s serm o n ,
but if they had, t h ey would have said, “ s e e , this is what you get if you admit that persons of
the same gender might make a go d ly commitment to one another.” One person said,
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The scandal is not only that these activities may have occurred, or even
where they may have occurred. The deeper scandal is in Episcopal leaders
who seriously propose that sexual intercourse between two men or two
women is the moral equivalent of lovemaking by a married man and
woman.

That is pre c i s e ly what many leaders are in fact pro p o s i n g . It is what St.T h o m a s ’
Ve s t ry has been talking about for the last year or so, and it is the conve rsation into
w h i ch Sandy invited the parish two weeks ago . A n d , as she said, it arises for her, fo r
the Ve s t ry, for me, f rom our ex p e rience as individual Chri s t i a n s , as a Christian commu-
n i t y, and from trying to consider our ex p e rience in the light of A n g l i c a n i s m ’s thre e -
l e g ged stool of Scri p t u re , Tra d i t i o n , and Reason.

It has been a busy two weeks on this particular front. On Friday night ABC
presented a segment of Turning Point on gay marriage. I did not see it, but I have talked
to some of you who did, and who found it a wonderful affirmation of the normality of
the coming together of two men or two women. One of the couples profiled had a
marriage service in an Episcopal Church in San Francisco, against the wishes of The
Bishop of California. He was not against the union per se, and in fact believed that the
two men were intending a life-long, faithful relationship with one another. Nor did he
object to the parish’s liturgically affirming the union of these two men. What bothered
him was that it would be on national TV, and as such there would not be time to cover
the various subtleties and dimensions of the counseling and the liturgy.

Though I believe Bishop Swing is being too defensive in his response to the
Episcopal segment on Turning Point, he did, in a published statement, make what I
think is the most important point in the discussion. He says,

The preeminent covenant in the Church is not marriage or the blessing of a
couple. Such rites as these are derivative from the one, ultimate covenant
which is baptism. In the Episcopal Church there is simplicity and clarity
around baptism. Both orientations, heterosexual and homosexual, are
invited into the sacrament of baptism whereby all tarnish of fallenness, all
sin is removed, and all baptized people are accepted as adopted daughters
and son of God. Spiritually we are alive because of the mercy of God in the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ, not because of achievement of moral perfection.
In the midst of our struggles in the Church to discover the mind of Christ
regarding a covenant between same-sex Christian couples, we need to
remember that our most important covenant has already been set firmly in
place for all of us in baptism.

He reminds us, as it sometimes seems as if we are trying to create a new form of
Noah’s Ark here at St.Thomas’ with everyone in a coupled covenant relationship, that
these relationships, and in fact all relationships, are derivative of the relationship with
God signified in the baptismal covenant.
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That covenant has created a commu n i t y, the People of God, and I am conv i n c e d
that the hallmarks of relationships within that community are to be the same, no matter
the specific nature of the re l a t i o n s h i p . That some of those relationships have an appro-
p riate sexual ex p ression is tru e , but that is not the defining ch a ra c t e ristic of the re l a t i o n-
s h i p . That which is at the heart of my relationship with Tim should be the same thing
w h i ch is at the heart of my relationships with each of yo u , with you as a pari s h , for it is
to be the same thing which is at the heart of my relationship with God, of God’s re l a-
tionship with me.

At the heart is God’s love for me, for each of us. In response to that love I am
asked, as my part of the covenant, to love God and love all of God’s creation, neighbors
and self. How I am to do that is shown in the covenant. I am to seek and serve, that is I
am to extend myself on behalf of you, not just because I know you, or like you, or even
have a particular, intense relationship with you, but because God has made us a part of a
community. I am to be honest with you, to forgive you, to teach you, to learn from you,
to help you, to comfort you, to receive from you, to seek justice for you;in short, I am
to love you. As God has loved me, so I am to love you.

And in loving you, I am to respect your dignity. I have covenanted with God and
with you to see in you the image of God. That is hard sometimes when I am not seeing
clearly, when I am angry, or hurt, when I am greedy or lustful. I want at times to make
of you an object, something that I can strike at, or use, or control. Sometimes I want to
make you more than you are; sometimes I want to dismiss you, just get you out of the
way. And I may do these things whether I know you, or like you, or even have a partic-
ular, intense relationship with you. But, because I am a part of this community, I am to
realize that those are sinful ways of being in relationship with you, and I am to turn from
them and give to you the respect that is yours as a child of God, whether by your partic-
ular actions you deserve it or not.

For better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, we belong to
a community which has standards of behavior for us in our relationships with each other,
whatever their natures. For it is being a part of this covenant community, the baptized,
the people of God, which gives us our identity, not our marital status or sexual orienta-
tion, not our race or our gender. It is not only a life-long commitment, but one which
endures for eternity. And each of us is called to fidelity, that is to be faithful to this
covenant, to God and to one another, by the way we live with one another.

In any human relationships, marriage, unions, families, neighborhoods, nations,
whatever, there will be failures, there will be betrayals, there will be infidelities. But
though these will happen even here at St.Thomas’, in the Episcopal Church, in the
household which is called the People of God, we must never lose sight of what is at the
heart of the covenant, the love of God, and turn and re-turn to it over and over as we
seek to build relationships, communities which are signs to the world of the way one
lives in response to God’s love which we have experienced in Jesus Christ.
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The purpose of our having this conve rsation at St.T h o m a s ’ is to look for ways 
to concre t e ly support one another in this covenant community as we realize that in 
the my riad particular ways we relate to one another there is one standard for us all:
that we love one another. It is in doing that that we in fact respond to the pro p h e t i c
wo rd of A m o s :

let justice roll down like wa t e rs , and righteousness like an ever fl ow i n g
s t re a m .
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