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A clergy friend recently told of what happened after she gave a strong justice sermon.  One
church member buttonholed her after worship, red-faced, angry, backed her up against a wall.  She
was prepared for that possibility.  What dismayed her, though, was that nobody else from the
congregation watching this stepped in to help her.  Nobody.  Yes, you’re kind of shocked when
something like that happens – am I really seeing what I think I’m seeing?  Sometimes you don’t
know what to do.  But doing nothing to help sends a message.  So, after reading the judgment issued
by the Vatican last week concerning same-sex marriage, I knew that something must be said in
response.  Ignoring the hurtful words is not an option.

This is not Protestants beating up on Catholics.  It is not liberals beating up on conservatives. 
It is taking God’s promise to humans seriously.  If marriage is “a sign of covenant fidelity,” as
Catholic theology declares,(1) a living witness in human relationships of Christ’s faithfulness to us
human-types, then let’s explore just what that means.  What does “covenant” really mean, and how
does that promise from God show itself in the human relationship of marriage?  “Covenant” is a
promise that shows itself in different ways according to context.  The “how” will vary by “where”
and “when,” but the crucial part is the “Who” and “what.”  Here is the basic meaning of “covenant”: 
I will have your back, and you will have mine.  I will be faithful to you, and you to me.  That’s it. 
But there is a world crammed into that simple equation.  We’re not talking a contract, “if you do A,
I’ll do B.”  No, a covenant says “we will do for each other.”  Period.  It is a promise between
persons.  Which requires a basic willingness to trust each other.  And with God?  God’s covenant
with us humans always begins with God’s promise to us:  “I will be your God.”  No ifs, ands, or
buts.  “And you will be My people.”  Which is an awesome privilege.  And . . . a daunting
responsibility.  So our action is not in order to buy off God, but in response to God’s initiative.  We
didn’t create it, we inherited this relationship.  It’s up to us what we do with it, how we shape it,
what we pass on to the next generation.  “I choose you,” says God.  We are stuck together with holy
super-glue.  I’ll always be faithful to you, and your part is to be faithful in return.  That’s what
Jeremiah was reminding his homies – it’s all about moving that promise from paper to the heart. 
Human marriage at its best is seen as the earthly mirror of God’s promise.  To all humans, whatever
their gender identity.  For better or worse.  A sign of covenant fidelity.

How are we doing at it?  What is marriage?  How has it been envisioned?  A little history
lesson, if you please.  Flip the pages of scripture, and you’ll get different takes on this marriage thing. 
Abraham, Jacob, Gideon, David, Solomon – all those ancient bearded guys had multiple wives.  That
was pretty standard.  You want biblical marriage?  Women were subordinate to men.  That’s the way
it was.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, there is actually no word for “marriage.”  The term most used is
“take” – as in the father will take a woman to be his son’s wife, the son will take a wife for himself. 
Marriage was all about the corporate merger of two large family households – family plantations –
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for the economic benefit of at least one of them.  The woman was the object to accomplish that goal. 
Oh, children came from the union – to guarantee the family line! – and society did benefit.  But “love
and marriage” did not “go together like a horse and carriage” in the Bible.  It was mostly a
contract.(2)  In the middle ages, marriage was pretty much regulated by the local government, with
priests blessing marriages on the front steps of the town church.  It was only in the Reformation days
that weddings started moving inside the church.(3)  But the power-relationships still held:  one man
dominating one woman.  The phrase in a wedding service, “who gives this woman to this man” is
a leftover from those days:  its talking about transfer of the woman’s title from one owner to another. 
 Poke around deep enough, and you begin to see that marriage is less about gender alone, than the
power of that gender.  Last week’s statement from the Vatican breathes that same top-down
atmosphere.  How has marriage been envisioned?  Too often as a power-game.

But Jesus was clear:  God’s not going to play those games.  Which is why, when the
Sadducees – who incidentally did not believe in resurrection – came to Jesus with that question about
whose property – oops, I mean wife – this hypothetical woman was going to be in the afterlife, he
cut right through that fraud.  In the afterlife, He said, we’re not going to play those power games. 
No marriage-as-contract.  And other times, He gave more snapshots of life in the Reign of God –
those that are power-less will be welcomed first.  Relationships will have the divine blessing of
equality, in which all are treasured.  A new covenant, you could say, written upon the heart. 
Celebrating the best of each of us, needing the labor of all of us to get the job done.  Marriage can
be a sign of God’s reign, on earth as it is in heaven.  And like those Sadducees, all the objections to
same-sex marriage are asking the wrong questions.  “Marriage is between one man and one
woman?”(4)  Meet David.  Solomon.  Abraham.  “Marriage is for procreation”?  All of us know
couples that were married in their seventies – was that illegitimate?  What about couples that cannot
have biological children – is their marriage invalid?  “Children need both a mother and a father”? 
Alice Bengel was raised by a lesbian couple.  She and her moms “loved and quarreled and made up
and made do just like any other family,” she says.  But she adds, “I had two people who cared about
me, looked after me when I was sick, got on my case when I ditched my chores, cheered at my
graduations and cried at my wedding.  I defy anyone,” she says, “to look  me in the eye and say
there’s something wrong with that.”  To all who object that it cannot be done without a mother and
a father, she responds, “Thanks for your concern, but there’s no need to worry about us.  We’re
turning out great.”(5)  Some people have been asking the wrong questions.  I mean, look, are straight
couples less likely to get married, to stay married, because same-sex couples have gotten married? 
I don’t think so.  Jesus took the question head-on, and turned it around.  You’re asking the wrong
questions, He said.  God’s not playing those power-games.

Well, what can we do?  What would help?  We hear the hurt, in order to heal the hurt.  When
words stab at anyone beloved by God, we step up.  For persons who are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans, non-binary, and any other gender identity you can think of.  We will hear the hurt in order to
heal the hurt.  Rev. Bryan Massingale, an openly gay Catholic priest and professor of theology and
social ethics at Fordham University, said priests who want to engage in pastoral outreach to the gay
and lesbian community “will continue to do so, except that it will be even more under the table . .
. than it was before. . . .  Every human being is born with this innate desire to love,” he said.  “For
those who are oriented toward members of the same sex . . . to have it being described as inherently
or innately sinful without any qualification, that is crushing.”(6)  In this mostly straight, white
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congregation, we will say “your pain matters to us.  We will hurt with you.  When you are cut, we
will bleed.  We will weep with those who weep.  And we will stand with you.  We will struggle for
you.”  We will cry out, “Don’t try to tell me that two dads, two moms, cannot raise kids to be
compassionate, life-giving human beings.  We know different.  We see it every week.  We know you. 
We love you.  You are precious in God’s eyes.”  Because:  we are bound together in a larger
covenant, written on our hearts.  We will welcome those who love another of the same gender, who
want to get married.  And because we take you seriously, we will also do our best to strengthen your
commitment to each other by offering couple-relationship classes to help you along your journey. 
We will witness our faith publicly that God’s covenant is not based upon sexual orientation, but
upon fidelity to another.  “I will stick with you, now and forever.”  And anyone can do that!  Friends,
when we make that move, we will participate in the healing.  Documentary filmmaker Macky Alston
tells of the healing he experienced by having a large church wedding with his partner Nick:  “Our
wedding was like an exorcism,” he says.  “It cast out our shame and replaced it with the recognition
that we are capable of loving, that we are loved by God and our community, and that our love is good
and God-filled.  We needed bells.  We needed fanfare.  We needed a cheering crowd.  We needed
a wedding.  And that’s what God delivered....”(7)  What can we do?  Stand with our friends.  Live
God’s faithfulness.  Heal the hurt.  We will step up.

Friends, we will never get it perfect, but . . . we can do the tough work of “loving one
another.”  We will call out the un-love that wounds.  All those marriage power-games.  We will hear
the hurt in order to heal it, best we can.  We will stand with you, because we are part of God’s
covenant.  Holy super-glue, remember?  And whenever we do, we also display the love of God for
all the world to see.  And then maybe we participate in another miracle.  For it may be that by
supporting the loving covenant of same-sex marriage, God will give the gift of hope to somebody
else, who sees love in action, and says, “So this is what love means?  It seems to work with them,
maybe it can work for me, too.”  Amen.
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