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At the high point of summer’s promise, the month of June begins wedding 

season—. The poet Marge Piercy writes of June: “The green will never again be so 

green, so purely and lushly.” With ideal clear, sunny days (and a few thunder 

showers) the ease of June invites a perfect beginning to a marriage- a cushion of 

balmy days to help weather the months to come: the unbearable heat of August, 

the piercing winds of November and the battering storms of January.  

I have been thinking a lot about weddings lately.  Officiating weddings, I 

witness to people’s greatest hopes and aspirations and the weaving together of 

family and friends in community. It is an incredible gift to be invited in to witness 

the process of preparing and experiencing the wedding ceremony.  

A beautiful, thoughtful commitment ceremony can provide groundwork 

for a long-term marriage. However, it is not the ceremony that creates the 

marriage. It is the preparation and the commitment to maintaining the vows 

professed in the ceremony, and the support of the community into which the 

couple is received.  

The ceremony is often the product of many conversations exploring the 

hard work of marriage. Regardless of their genders or sexual orientations, similar 

issues arise for couples in the planning.  Before I celebrate the marriage of a 

couple, we meet together several times to explore how the couple will cope with 

conflict, communication, stress, finances, sex, family, children and religion.  

These conversations are often easy—couples have done the work to 

prepare to be married and are eager to demonstrate their ease with one another 

and plan their ceremony. Sometimes, the conversations reveal major conflicts. 

The conversations are sometimes difficult, awkward, and lead to helpful 

explorations of growing edges to prepare for and sustain a marriage.  

A marriage ceremony is a rite of passage that celebrates a couple’s love, 
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and their desire to be publicly recognized and supported in their commitment to 

one another as companions in all of life’s joys and challenges. As human beings, 

we are made to be in relationship with one another, with love as the tie that 

binds. As the poet Mary Oliver writes: “Love, love, love, it was the core of my life, 

from which, of course, comes the word for the heart.”  

A marriage may be born from that being in love that Mary Oliver 

describes, but it is sustained in the long-term by choosing love and acting out of 

love, each moment of each day. Marriage is a covenant we enter into- with one 

another, with our community and with the source of love we might call God. As 

Galen Guengerich often preaches “We need a witness to our lives.” Carter 

Heyward echoes this with her words: “Love is a choice -- not simply, or 

necessarily, a rational choice, but rather a willingness to be present to others 

without pretense or guile.”  

The work of celebrating a marriage is a great joy and privilege that I 

treasure as a minister. It is also a richly complex tapestry—a sacred ceremony 

woven with the heavy threads of history and politics. To celebrate a marriage is a 

public act— that binds two people together in the eyes of their community in all 

cases, and in the eyes of the law in some. 

For better or for worse, the history of marriage in America has bound this 

religious rite to the set of legal benefits and rights that help to sustain couples and 

link their private love and commitment to public life. Legal marriage affords 

wedded couples over 400 state and over 1000 federal legal and economic 

benefits, including parenting and adoption rights, property rights, and sick and 

medical leave to care for a partner.  

The religious ceremony of marriage and the legal legitimizing of marriage 

are inextricably linked. In many states, there are two occupations of people whom 

can legally marry—primarily, clergy and secondarily, a Justice of the Peace. Both 

of these occupations traditionally link couples to the larger context of community, 

religious or civic.  

The civic and religious aspects of marriage, one might argue, should not be 

connected at all. Some argue that those 1400 economic and legal benefits should 

be inherent to all citizens, regardless of marital status. Some heterosexual couples 
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are choosing not to get legally married as a political statement in solidarity with 

gay and lesbian couples, who do not have such a choice. Similarly, some clergy 

members refuse to sign heterosexual marriage certificates. The Unitarian Church 

of Staten Island recently voted to allow their clergy person to abstain from 

signing legal marriage certificates until equal marriage is available to all people in 

New York.  

As long as the connection between religious and civil marriage remains a 

reality as it is today, our position as Unitarian Universalist progressive religious 

people is clear. Our churches are deeply relational, whether those bonds of 

kinship be heterosexual or not. Our tradition holds marriage as a deeply sacred 

covenant between two people as supported in the context of a family, community 

and a society. We believe love does not discriminate, and neither should legal 

marriage. Unitarian Universalist ministers have long been at the forefront of 

blessing gay and lesbian unions within our churches, one of the few progressive 

denominations who allow clergy members to perform such ceremonies. Churches 

like All Souls have long been sanctuaries for gay and lesbian couples to have their 

unions recognized and their families supported by a loving religious community.  

In Albany, the State Senate is extremely close to passing a marriage 

equality bill that many of you have vocally advocated for over the years. As the 

context of the eleventh hour deliberations on the bill emerge, it remains clear that 

conservative religious leaders are the ones most committed to holding up the bill 

for its potential impact on their ministries. This morning we rejoice as we 

imagine what the impact of the Equal Marriage bill would be on our Unitarian 

Universalist ministries and our church. We imagine new members and friends 

who find community and support among us.  

Now, more than ever, it is crucial that we put our commitment into action 

and show our support in the public sphere, joining with other faith groups to 

support full inclusion in legal marriage. All Souls Sr. Minister Galen Guengerich 

has been working for years with the Interfaith Alliance to advocate for marriage 

equality as a primary issue. The Interfaith Alliance has raised visibility of 

affirming and inclusive progressive religious leadership against the loud 

conservative opposition. Today, all across the state, interfaith rallies of are being 
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held, notably at the Unitarian Universalist congregations in Mt. Kisco and Staten 

Island.  The Standing on the Side of Love Campaign was created after the terrible 

2008 Tennessee Valley tragedy. Designed by the Unitarian Universalist 

Association in partnership with an All Souls member Fred Garcia, the multi-issue 

campaign advocates for love’s power to counter oppression through advocacy, 

community building and activism. Next Sunday, an All Souls Standing on the 

Side of Love delegation, led by Young Adults, will be visible at New York’s Pride 

Celebrations and we invite you to join us. 

The state of Iowa legalized marriage equality in April of 2009 shocking 

many people at their progressive legislative move. Almost two years ago, as I 

began my ministerial internship at Unity Church Unitarian, in August I boarded a 

bus from St. Paul, Minnesota to Des Moines. On the bus with me were 9 lesbian 

couples and their many generations of family, along with the ministry team and 

several other members of staff.  We called it the Love Bus.  On the way down 

through the plains and endless cornfields, we told stories and laughed. We sang 

“Gonna keep on moving forward, keep on moving forward, keep on moving 

forward, never turning back, never turning back.” We traveled to the state capital 

of Iowa, and onto the Unitarian Church of Iowa city, to witness the legal marriage 

of all 9 couples, complete with self-written vows and ring exchanges. The women 

were mostly over 40, almost all with children. Many had religious ceremonies 

prior, and relished the opportunity to re-commit their vows to one another, this 

time legally and religiously. Nearly half were urged to legally re-commit by their 

children.  

Even though their marriages were not considered legal in Minnesota, the 

legal validation was utterly transformative. “To actually be legally married is a 

dream come true,” said Judith Weir, 73, who married her partner of 17 years, Olly 

Staneslow, 75, “It’s like maybe we can stop being treated as second-class citizens. 

You can’t choose who you fall in love with.” 

The tears flowed as the couples and their families experienced the joy of 

the ceremony and the hospitality of the Iowa City Unitarian Church, who threw 

the first of two lavish parties for us. As we returned back to St. Paul, dozens of 
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members of the congregation greeted us and ushered the couples into their 

Parish Hall for an amazing evening of dinner, cake, and dancing.  

Beloved community abounded on that day, and inspired the church to care 

more intentionally for its diverse members and deepen its commitment to 

advocate on behalf of marriage equality within Minnesota.  The fight continues, 

taking a more difficult turn than here in New York.  

 

Cornel West has said “Justice is what love looks like in public.” Love’s 

public dimension of marriage is a justice issue on which we can continue to take a 

stand. In this morning’s reading, Carter Heyward writes: “Love creates 

righteousness, or justice, here on earth.   As advocates and activists for justice 

know, loving involves struggle, resistance, risk. For this reason loving involves 

commitment.”   

The wedding celebration can be a foundation for commitment, but is only 

the beginning of the long-term marriage. The long-term marriage requires hard 

work and dedication through joys and struggles, on behalf of the couple and their 

community of support. There is much work ahead for all of us as we commit 

equally to the long-term support of all unions, legally and religiously, guided by 

one abundant love to sustain us along the way.  

As Greta Crosby’s responsive reading, reminds us, “We are glad of the light 

of the heart that accompanies us in our search for companionship in life, for 

worthy work to do, and for ways to overflow in joy and in deeds of courage and 

compassion.” 

Today, this balmy day in June, with the joy of wedding celebrations a 

sweet perfume in the air, let the possibility of greater love and freedom inspire us 

to renew our covenant to our shared life together, within and beyond these walls, 

as the great family of all souls.   

May it be so, and Amen.  

 

 


