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THE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST COALITION FOR 
LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL AND TRANSGENDER CONCERNS 

WWW.UCCCOALITION.ORG 
 
 

June 2004 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
As you prepare to use these resources, we want to first thank you.  Your willingness to engage this topic 
deserves our gratitude.  Know we appreciate it. 
 
Even as we offer our gratitude, we recognize that Marriage Equality is a complex issue whose merit in the 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Same-Gender Loving, Queer, Questioning and Intersexed 
Community is contested.  Some believe that marriage equality is vital to the future of the United Church of 
Christ and the wider culture.  Others believe that the culture wars around “gay marriage” are simply a 
smoke-screen to more important issues of the day.  Still others believe that the desire for marriage on the 
part of many lgbtsqqi folk is internalizing an oppressive institution.  Many are somewhere in-between. 
 
Therefore, these resources are simply one piece in a complex conversation.  They are only one part of our 
Just and Loving Relationship series.  They are intended to be used by Open and Affirming churches and 
communities who are generally supportive of lgbtsqqi folk but who want more information on the issue of 
marriage equality.  They are not intended to settle the question.  Rather, we hope they will broaden your 
thinking and your acting. 
 
We have sought to include a wide variety of perspectives—particularly in the articles—because we are 
aware that one’s social location deeply shapes one’s perspective on this issue.  We hope, as with anything 
The Coalition offers, that you will take the pieces that inform, inspire and appropriately challenge and leave 
the rest. 
 
Our prayer—with resources and with all we do—is that The Coalition, the United Church of Christ and all 
people of faith might manifest more boldly and more clearly God’s love and justice in the world.  May these 
resources bless you in this endeavor. 
 
In peace, 
 
Rev. Rebecca Voelkel 
Interim National Coordinator 
The United Church of Christ Coalition for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Concerns 
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Called to Equality: Considering Marriage Equality 
A Resource in the Just and Loving Relationship Series 

 
This resource contains 2 one-hour sessions for local church groups.  They can also be 
modified to host second-hour discussions on same-sex marriage. 
 
Objectives - Participants will: 
I.  Become familiar with the issues surrounding Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
marriage (marriage equality) in civil society. 
 
II.  Understand the ways persons of faith can speak from their faith to support an open 
and affirming civil society without compromising the separation of church and state. 
 
III.  Understand the faith issues surrounding Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
marriage. 
 
IV.  Reflect and construct their personal position on LGBT issues. 
 
V.  Reflect on ways they personally and their local church can work for socially just 
inclusion for LGBT marriages in church and civil society. 
 
VI. Be equipped to shape dialogue with youth, clergy, parents and leadership in a 
respectful and productive manner. 
 
Advanced Preparation: 
I.  Thoroughly read the materials and determine moderators for the workshop. 
 
II.  Copy all the necessary materials.  Have more than one copy of appendix materials 
available.  
 
III.  Put up announcements for the events.   
 
IV.  Make sure you have a way to display comments: either newsprint and markers or a 
chalkboard.  Also, suggest people bring something for their own note taking.   
 
V.  Do a little local homework.  See what local resources, articles and contact people are 
available on LGBT marriage (a.k.a. same-sex marriage, gay marriage, marriage equality).  
 
VI.  Furnish participants with copies of the covenant of community to read before the 
session. 
 
VII.  Know your audience (cultural, geographical, educational realities, etc.) 
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Session I 
 
Focus of the Discussion: 
1) Marriages of Same-Sex Couples and  
2) How the Institutions of the Church and State Impact Those Marriages 
 
I. Creating Safe and Sacred Space – ground the group in the knowledge that you’re 
engaging this topic from the perspective of your faith by: 

* Lighting a candle, creating an altar, centering on symbols 
* Praying  (p. 5) 
* Affirming covenant (p. 6) 

 
II. Self-Assessment  – individuals should get a general sense of your own starting-point 
perceptions regarding same-sex marriage 
     * Have participants take the Self-Assessment (p. 7) 

* Assessment is to remain private as each individual wishes 
* Re-group to discuss (5 mins.) words that emerged from the first question and what 

those words suggest about your perceptions of same-sex marriage 
 
III. Putting the Marriage Dynamic in Context – LGBT Concerns as Social Justice – 
Reference Resources (may be distributed ahead of time) 

 *  This is the a time of centering on shared community, points of agreement and 
building trust 

*    Creatively introduce the following pieces as background information; discuss      
whether or not any of these points are new to participants (less than 15 mins.) 

      * Definitions (p. 8) 
* UCC Context: “The UCC Regarding Just and Loving Relationships” (p. 10)  
* Theological Context (p. 12) 
* Historical Context (p. 14)  
* Biblical Exegesis (p. 15)   
* Be aware of Online Resources:   

- God is Still Speaking, about Marriage– Discussion Guide,    
 www.ucc.org/justice/marriage.htm 

Part 3, Section 6 Consider Civil/Legal Marriage  
Resources for Part 4, James B. Nelson’s “Relationships: Blessed and 
Blessing”, ‘The Blessing of Lesbian Unions and Gay Unions’ 

- John Thomas, Fred Trost, Paul Hammer, “Taking the Bible Seriously”  
www.ucc.org/theology/bible.htm 

 
IV. That we May All be One:  Personal Reflections 

* Engage the following pieces with participants. Read them each together in the 
group, or split into smaller groups and each read 1 or 2 reflections. Consider the 
questions and propose other questions. If smaller groups are used, re-gather and 
have participants share the content of their piece(s) and some of the group’s 
discussion. 

* “Reflections On Marriage” (p. 17) 
* “Equal Marriage Rights” (p. 19) 
* “The Commitment Ethic in the Gay and Lesbian Christian Community” (p. 21) 
* “Capable of Monogamy with Either Gender” (p. 24) 
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* “Transgender People and Marriage: The Importance of Legal Planning” (p. 26) 
* “A Critique for Gay Marriage” (p. 28) 
* “Getting Married” (p. 32) 
* Be aware of Online Resources  

- God is Still Speaking, about Marriage– Discussion Guide,  
 www.ucc.org/justice/marriage.htm 

Resources for Part 3, “Civil Marriage: What’s at Stake?” 
-     “Marriage: What are we Fighting For?” 

www.thetaskforce.org/marriagecenter/fightingfor.pdf  (we suggest you use 
this handout in conjunction with the Case Studies from God is Still 
Speaking, about Marriage– Discussion Guide, Resources for Part 4) 

 
V. Discussion and Reflection 

* “Talking Out the Issue” (p. 35) – discuss arguments opposing marriage equality 
and prepare rejoinders to those arguments 

* Compose a group statement summarizing a definition of same-sex marriage 
* Identify key areas in which your church needs to examine its position on marriage 

and family issues 
* Re-examine your self- reflections and see what changes this study has generated 

(e.g.: was your question answered?) 
 
VI. Closing Prayer (p. 37) 
 
 (Outline for Session II begins on p. 38) 
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Opening Prayer 
 

(all prayers are suggestions – feel free to pray in your own words) 
 
 

Holy God, 
In your creation you declared all, 

each and everyone 
each and everything 

to be good. 
May I listen well 

and attend to what 
you declare 
to be good 

this day, at this time. 
In this world of so many 

names, faces, places, spaces, 
may I remember that 
there is room enough 
there is love enough 

for all, each and everyone 
each and everything. 

AMEN 
 
 

                                          -Lesley Brogan* 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

*All prayers are from a resource we highly recommend: 
Shaping Sanctuary: Proclaiming God’s Grace in an Inclusive Church, edited by Kelly 
Turney, Copyright © 2000 by Reconciling Congregation Program. 
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Covenant of Community 
 
 

As we begin this conversation about marriage,  
please keep covenant with the other members of the group  

to observe the following practices 
of fidelity and integrity. 

 
 

1. We will speak with respect to each other, of each other, and about people 
outside our study group. 

 
 

2. We will do our best to understand and express our own feelings on the subject 
of affectional orientation, our faith and the Bible. 

 
 

3. When we speak, we will resist the desire to convince others that we are right.  
Instead, we will simply say what we ourselves have experienced, have read, or 
believe – and leave it at that. 

 
 

4. We will acknowledge that we all have different comfort levels about this subject, 
and we will not grow impatient in those differences. 

 
 

5. We will be brief. 
 
 

6. We will listen carefully to what others say. 
 
 

7. We will keep confidential anything that a group member has said unless we 
have specific permission to repeat it outside the context of the study group. 

 
 

8. We will make an effort to understand and be sensitive to cultural differences 
(generational differences, geographical differences, etc.) 

 
9.   We will … here is the place to add anything the group wishes to add. 
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Self Assessment 
 
Write down five words that come to mind when you hear the phrase same-sex marriage. 
 
 
Write down one question you would like answered in this session? 
 
 
How do you feel discussing same-sex marriage?   

Comfortable   Uncomfortable  Mixed Feelings 
 
Do you personally support Blessing Ceremonies (Holy Unions) for same-sex couples?   

Yes    Undecided    No 
 
Do you personally affirm same-sex marriages?   

Yes   Undecided   No 
 
Do you believe your church should perform Blessing Ceremonies?  

Yes   Undecided   No 
 
Children need stability.  Do you believe that this can occur in a same-sex household? 

I believe it can   Unsure  I believe it can’t  
 
Do you understand same-sex marriage to be an issue of equality? 

Yes   Undecided   No  
 
Regardless of your personal opinion, do you believe that same-sex marriages should be 
legal?  

Yes   Undecided   No 
 
Do you think the United Church of Christ should actively support same-sex marriage? 

Yes   Undecided   No 
 
Do you think you will actively participate in securing legal same-sex marriage? 

Yes   Undecided   No 
 
Would you work on non-partisan efforts to support same-sex marriage? 

Yes   Undecided   No  
 
How firm are you in your opinion on these matters? 

Firm   Not Firm  I’m Not Sure 
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Definitions 
 
Remember that language has meaning that changes from culture to culture, generation to 
generation and place to place. Be aware that words and phrases that are comfortable to 
you may be offensive to others – discuss if this emerges in your group. 
 
 
CIVIL MARRIAGE 
a civil rite in which two people affirm their love for and commitment to each other, and are 
automatically given many civil benefits, such as hospital visitation rights, inheritance 
rights, insurance benefits, and the like 
 
CIVIL UNION  
defined differently from sate to state. A legal category granting certain rights to lesbian 
and gay couples. These are not currently transportable across state lines 
 
RELIGIOUS/SACRED MARRIAGE 
a religious rite (ceremony) in which two people affirm their love for and commitment to 
each other in their faith community and are given the support of that community in the 
relationship 
 
GAY 
1. a male who is predominantly attracted to other males sexually, romantically, and 
emotionally  
2. an umbrella term sometimes used to describe all sexual & genderal minority people 
(gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender) 
 
LESBIAN 
a female who is predominantly attracted to other females sexually, romantically, and 
emotionally 
 
BISEXUAL 
an individual who is attracted to either gender sexually, romantically, and emotionally (not 
to be confused with people who have physical anatomy of both sexes) 
 
TRANSGENDER 
an individual who identifies as male but is in a female body, or as female but is in a male 
body 
 
QUEER 
a controversial word used for people whose sexual orientation and/or gender identity 
differ from “the norm” and therefore encompass the LGBTQQI community 
 
QUESTIONING 
a person seeking to understand her/his sexual orientation and/or gender identity within 
the whole spectrum of straight-LGBTQI 
 
 
INTERSEX 
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a person who is born with genitalia and/or secondary sexual characteristics of 
indeterminate sex or which combine features of both sexes (the term hermaphrodite is 
now considered pejorative and inaccurate)  
 
LGBT 
an acronym for “lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender” - sometimes it also includes 
‘QQI,’ which means “queer, questioning, and intersex” 
 
STRAIGHT 
an individual who is predominantly attracted to the other gender sexually, romantically, 
and emotionally 
 
COVENANT 
an agreement or commitment between two or more people or groups (such as a local 
church and pastor, a teen and parent about driving the car, a husband and wife, etc.) 
 
FIDELITY  
loyalty, faithfulness      
 
INTEGRITY 
wholeness, the state of being integrated 
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The UCC Regarding Just And Loving Relationships 
 
1969  Two months before the Stonewall uprising in New York--generally recognized as 
the beginning of the modern gay and lesbian rights movement--the UCC Council for 
Christian Social Action declares opposition to all laws criminalizing private homosexual 
relations between adults. The council also opposes the exclusion of homosexual citizens 
from the armed forces. 
 
1972  The Rev. William Johnson becomes the first openly gay man ordained in modern 
times to the ministry by an historic or “mainline” Christian church. His ordination is 
authorized by the UCC San Francisco Bay Association. In 1977, the Rev. Anne Holmes 
becomes the first openly lesbian woman ordained. 
 
1973  The UCC Executive Council says that sexual orientation should not bar qualified 
candidates from ordination. The UCC Gay Caucus receives official standing at General 
Synod. The Caucus will later change its name to United Church of Christ Coalition for 
Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Transgender Concerns. 
 
1975  General Synod declares that sexual orientation is not a legitimate ground to deny 
civil liberties. Synod supports federal, state and municipal laws to protect equal rights for 
all citizens. 
 
1983  Early in the AIDS epidemic, General Synod declares “compassionate support” for 
people with AIDS. It urges increased funding for research. 
 
1985  General Synod calls on all UCC congregations and bodies to study homosexuality 
and declare that they are “open and affirming.” 
 
1987  General Synod declares opposition to “sodomy” laws and resolves to witness 
publicly against these laws whenever meeting in a state where a sodomy law is still on 
the books.  
 
1989  In sermons and speeches across the country, newly-elected UCC President Paul 
H. Sherry calls for an end to homophobia in society and in the church. 
 
1991  General Synod “boldly affirms, celebrates and embraces the gifts of ministry of 
lesbian, gay and bisexual persons.” 
 
1993  Hours after President Clinton authorizes military commanders to dismiss lesbians 
and gays from the armed forces, General Synod votes by a wide margin to denounce the 
ban. UCC President Paul Sherry tells the Synod that “this is a moment for the church to 
speak truth to power.” 
 
1994  University Congregational Church in Seattle, Wash. calls the first gay clergy couple 
in history to serve a mainline Christian congregation. A two-thirds majority of the 
congregation elects the Rev. Peter Ilgenfritz, 32, and the Rev. David Shull,35, as 
associate ministers. 
 
1997 General Synod passes resolution reaffirming fidelity and integrity as the standard 
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for sexual and relational behavior in all covenanted relationships.  The resolution meant 
to affirm the unions of all couples, not just opposite sex couples. 
 
1997 Office of Church in Society affirms same-sex marriages. 
 
1999 General Synod passes a resolution to work for the prevention of suicide among 
LGBT youths. 
 
2003 General Synod passes a resolution in response to the discrimination of the Boy 
Scouts of America against gay youths and leaders challenging the Scouts’ claim that they 
are not morally fit. 
 
2003  General Synod passes two resolutions on Transgender issues advocating for their 
inclusion within ministry and denouncing physical violence against transgender folk. 
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Theological Context 
 

Since its founding, nearly thirty-two years ago, the United Church of Christ Coalition for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Concerns has held at its core the 
understanding that God has created and creates a world of abundance and blessing—
and that we are called to be good stewards of this creation. God’s abundance and 
blessing are manifest in innumerable ways, but one of these is the gift of human 
embodiment—our sexuality and our gender expression. 
 
As people of faith, we understand that, because we are recipients of such a gift as 
embodiment, we are called to be good stewards and use it in ways that make for 
creativity, love and justice. There are a multiplicity of ways to do this and we are 
surrounded by examples—the dancer who dances in worship, the Forest Service 
employee who hikes and keeps our forests safe, the healer who uses massage to relieve 
pain, the actor who goes into character to bring the audience pleasure or deep lessons, 
the church group that works together to build a Habitat for Humanity house. And we can 
use the gift of embodiment in our intimate relationships to practice love, create hospitality 
and bring forth children. 
 
Further, we understand that the gift of embodiment—of sexuality and gender 
expression—is individual, familial and communal. And our stewardship needs to pay 
attention to all three.  
 
Resolutions of the United Church of Christ affirming LGBT relationships 
 
1993: The Synod called on the church to take greater leadership to end discrimination 
against gays and lesbians. 
 
1997: The Synod of the United Church of Christ considered a "fidelity and chastity" 
resolution. This was similar to those in many other Christian denominations. It would 
require members to be monogamous if married, and sexually inactive otherwise. It's main 
intent was to deny the legitimacy of gay and lesbian committed relationships, and of 
heterosexuals living together without being married. The Synod took "no action" on the 
resolution. A second resolution was proposed and passed. Termed a "fidelity and 
integrity" resolution, it reaffirms "that the standard for sexual and relational behavior for 
members of the United Church of Christ is fidelity and integrity in marriage and in other 
covenanted relationships, or singleness, and in all relationships of life." When compared 
to the defeated fidelity and chastity proposal, it widens the standard to include both 
sexual and non-sexual aspects of all relationships: married couples, living together 
couples, singles, gay, lesbian and heterosexual. It presumably also covers professional, 
work, friendship, social, church, and other non-sexual relationships.  
 
Fidelity and Integrity in All Covenanted Relationships 
WHEREAS, the Eighteenth General Synod established the responsibility of the church's 
recognized leaders "to embody the good news of the gospel," and "to be above reproach, 
blameless, of unimpeachable character;" 
WHEREAS, the Manual on Ministry specifies in the Ordained Minister's Code, "I will not 
use my position, power, or authority to exploit any person," and "I will live a life which 
honors my commitments to my family;" 
WHEREAS, we live in an age in which commitments to relationships within work, church, 
family, and community are essential to our life as a society; 
WHEREAS, we live in a world often characterized by adultery, promiscuity, sexual 
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violence and pornography that have compromised our journey toward human wholeness 
and human responsibility, contributing to and perpetuating a culture in which children, 
women and men are demeaned and sexually abused; 
WHEREAS, we are all made in God's image, as persons loved by God, and are called to 
accept ourselves and our sexuality fully; and 
WHEREAS, as Christians we live by the teachings of Jesus Christ and our 
Christian faith is the foundation of our values in human relationships; 
THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that we, delegates to the Twenty-first General 
Synod of the United Church of Christ, meeting in Columbus, Ohio, July 3- 
8,1997, reaffirm that the standard for sexual and relational behavior for members of the 
United Church of Christ is fidelity and integrity in marriage and other covenanted 
relationships, in singleness and in all relationships of life; and 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Twenty-first General Synod refers the 
Resolution "Fidelity And Integrity in All Covenanted Relationships" to the United 
Church Board for Homeland Ministries, the Office for Church Life and 
Leadership, the Office for Church in Society, and the Coordinating Center for 
Women in Church and Society, and encourages the development of a church-wide 
dialogue on these matters, with a report to the Twenty-second General Synod in 
1999. 
 
1999: At GS22, The Connecticut Conference of the United Church of Christ proposed a 
resolution "Justice and Civil Rights for Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual Persons" which asked the 
delegates to "reaffirm the historic commitment to justice and civil rights for all persons 
including lesbian, gay and bisexual people." They asked that the UCC work to defeat 
DOMA-type legislation at the state level, and to support the Federal Employment Non-
Discrimination Act (ENDA). Finally, they asked that their congregations provide 
"opportunities for open, honest and respectful discussion within their Christian Education 
and youth programs of issues pertaining to human sexuality, utilizing curricula such as 
'Created In God's Image...' " The UCC Executive Council recommended that the 
resolution be referred directly to the appropriate agencies for implementation.  
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Historical Context Of Civil Marriage 
 

Marriage has a complex history. On the one hand, it is an institution that seeks to 
provide a place for commitment, love, the nurture of children and the cornerstone for 
stable communities. And in many places, for countless people, it has done this. However, 
it is also true that for centuries, the institution of marriage has been significantly corrupted 
by domestic violence, the assumption of women as property, the abuse of children and 
the perpetuation of a racial caste system and racist institutions. This is certainly not true 
in all cases, but any conversation about marriage must recognize this reality. 

Thus, as we approach the conversation of marriage rights – and in particular 
marriage rights for same-sex and same-gender loving couples – it is the reality of God’s 
gift of embodiment with our individual, familial and communal stewardship responsibilities 
and the history of the institution of marriage that set the context out of which we speak. 

First, it is important to say that any conversation about marriage falls into two 
categories—civil and religious. Currently, these categories are being blurred and 
confused. But we need to keep them separate.  

As a religious issue, we need to respond out of our theological heritage. We have 
outlined above some of our inherited theology, but to say it again, the conversation about 
marriage that takes theology into account places marriage in the broader context of 
creativity, love and justice. This is grounded in the United Church of Christ’s affirmation of 
marriage as a covenanted relationship based on the standard of fidelity and integrity.  By 
placing the conversation here, four things come to the fore: 
 
1. Any conversation about marriage needs to affirm that marriage’s purpose and focus 
need always be love, wholeness, justice and equality. This can include but doesn’t 
necessitate the nurture and care of children. Further, we give thanks to God when 
marriage—be it between a woman and a man or between two people of the same sex—
is a covenant which reflects God’s covenant with us. 
 
2. However, any conversation about marriage needs to take the history of domestic 
violence, oppression and the misuse of the institution seriously. Any kind of marriage—
whether it be between a man and a woman or whether it be between persons of the 
same sex—is a covenant which purpose must be life, justice and equality. We rightly give 
thanks when two people enter into such a relationship. 
 
3. Any conversation about marriage needs to de-centralize marriage as the only 
expression of covenant and commitment between people. This is to say that God has 
given to us many forms of relationship—in community, in friendship, within our culture, 
etc. And Scripture gives us examples of all of these as holy and blessed (e.g., the notion 
of the “People of God” referred to in the Hebrew Bible and the “Body of Christ” referred to 
by Paul, the relationships of David and Jonathan and Ruth and Naomi).  
 
4. Any conversation about marriage must take seriously the reality that, given the above 
two points, many LGBT and heterosexual folks have made conscious choices to 
covenant with one another in ways other than marriage. And these covenants should also 
be honored and celebrated. 
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Biblical and Theological Foundations 
 
Assumptions 
The underlying assumptions in all of these materials are that 1.  sexuality is a gift from 
God, part of humanity’s (and indeed all of nature’s) givenness and 2.  one’s sexuality and 
one’s sexual orientation are ethically neutral; one can use the gifts of sexuality and 
sexual orientation for good or for ill.  This resource is one way we hope to empower folk 
to use the gift of sexuality and sexual orientation for good. 
 
Introduction 
Much has been done to examine the so-called “texts of terror” found in the  
Biblical text.  And we will not re-examine them.  Instead, we would direct you to such 
work as Lindsey Louise Biddle’s A Biblical Self-Defense Course in which she summarizes 
the work of several respected Biblical scholars.  (You can download the entire text off the 
More Light Presbyterian website—www.mlp.org.  Go to “Resources,” then to “Biblical 
Interpretation” and choose which text you want to examine.  There are also a number of 
other good resources besides Biddle’s in the Biblical Interpretation section. 
 
We would also like to highlight several key texts that can ground a consideration of same-
sex marriage Biblically and theologically. 
 
Reading the Bible in Light of a Love Ethic 
No One Sexual Ethic 
As Walter Wink has noted, the Bible has no one sexual ethic; instead, it has a consistent 
love ethic.  The sexual ethics it supports are myriad, ranging from polygamy (see 
Genesis 29) to celibacy (noted in many of Paul’s letters) and many things in between 
(including Philip’s baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts and the practice of a man 
mandated to marry the wife of his deceased brother if the deceased brother has no 
children). 
 
Biblical Texts highlighting Love Ethic 
The Biblical text is, however, consistent in its call for a love ethic. 
 
When asked what the greatest commandment was, Jesus repeats the ancient Jewish 
Sh’ma—“Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your 
strength” (compare Deut. 6:4-5 and Mark 12:28-30). And then he adds, “The second is 
this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  There is no other commandment greater 
than these”  (Mark 12:31, italics mine).   By doing this, Jesus gets to the heart of the 
Biblical love ethic.  By repeating one of the core Torah passages and claiming it as his 
own, Jesus articulates the fundamental key to his love ethic.  And for us, he forms the 
key interpretative lens for our discussion of same-sex marriage. 
 
Any relationship—be it global, national, communal, friendship or intimate, sexual 
relationship—must be grounded in the Biblical love ethic in order to be considered of 
God.   
 
Delving More Deeply Into a Love Ethic 
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Scripture spends a lot of time articulating what constitutes a genuinely loving relationship.  
And this is where we encourage you to spend your time, too.  What does it mean to seek 
to live by a Love Ethic?  What does it mean to have a marriage that is rooted in a Love 
Ethic.  Clearly this is a life-long pursuit, but let us suggest a few guidelines. 
 
Marriage that is Rooted in a Love Ethic contains the following: 
1.  The word that is translated as “love” in English has three Greek meanings: “filia,” 
“eros,” and “agape.”  Filia is brotherly or sisterly love.  Eros is sexual or erotic love.  
Agape is self-sacrificing love.  A marriage that is rooted in a love ethic contains a healthy 
balance of all three of these forms of love.   
 
We need to be clear that agape or self-sacrificing love DOES NOT mean staying in an 
abusive relationship.  Far too many battered women are counseled by pastors to “take up 
their cross” with Jesus and stay in an abusive setting.  This is not what agape connotes.  
Instead, it is based on Jesus’ actions—one who is fully empowered to be himself, making 
the conscious decision to give freely. 
 
2.  For most of the writers of the Hebrew Scriptures and for Jesus, the whole concept of 
love is intricately tied to justice.  Marriage that is rooted in a Love Ethic is rooted in 
justice.  This is clearly a very large topic and we would suggest Marvin Ellison’s work 
Same-Sex Marriage?  A Christian Ethical Analysis (2004: The Pilgrim Press, Cleveland) 
for a broader discussion.  But let us suggest a few pieces. 
 
Biblical justice is rooted in the understanding of shalom and Sabbath/sabbatical/jubilee.  
It connotes wholeness, well-being, peace and fair economic distribution.  Justice within a 
marriage relationship offers fullness of life to both partners, respect of both, opportunity 
for both to flourish as children of God and pays attention to the economic welfare of both. 
 
3.  For both the Jewish and Christian traditions, community is of utmost importance.  In 
the Hebrew Scriptures, the image of the People of God comes up over and over.  In the 
Christian texts, the Body of Christ is also ever-present.  For a marriage to be rooted in a 
Love Ethic, it needs to take community seriously.  Any marriage must be in the context of 
community—both of support and of accountability.  This is not limited to a church 
community but involves the community in which a couple lives, their circle of friends and 
chosen family, their biological families and, indeed, the global community. 
 
4.  Drawing on the three previous points, a marriage that is rooted in a Love Ethic is one 
that has a multiplying effect on love; it has a creative effect.  This does not mean only 
children, although that is a very important piece for many marriages.  But any Love Ethic 
Marriage must use the love it generates to create more love and justice in the world.  This 
might be artistically, through activism, through civic involvement, and in many other ways. 
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Reflections On Marriage 
 
Rev. Mary Susan Gast, 1/30/04 
Conference Minister Northern California/Nevada 
Reprinted with author’s permission 
 
I have been married to the same man for more than 30 years.  To confirm your mental 
calculations, we exchanged our vows early in the 1970’s when getting married wasn’t all 
that popular. I remember explaining to many of our acquaintances just why it was we 
were doing this. We deflected spacey warnings about “hanging loose” [as opposed to 
“getting entangled,” we supposed] and historical-political exhortations on the inherent 
oppressiveness of marriage as an institution.  We said things like, “We can’t imagine our 
future without the other,” and “We want to celebrate, and bring our friends and family in 
on it.”  
 
Some months after our wedding, while sitting in a doctor’s waiting room after completing 
various forms, I overheard the receptionist say to her assistant, “She’s married.  But she 
didn’t take his name.  What’s the point?”  Marriage.  What is the point? 
 
Marriage is a phenomenon. Observed and remarked-upon from our own particular 
perspectives.  Familiar, freaky, and fascinating all at the same time.  We all “know” what 
marriage is.  Until someone comes along to challenge our assumptions.   
 
Marriage is:  a legal contract; vows; a lifelong commitment; dissoluble by mutual consent; 
a sacrament; in trouble; all, some, or none of the above.  Biblical views of marriage 
include polygamy and women-as-property. Christian thinkers have concluded that 
marriage is, variously, worse than celibacy but OK for those who can’t control their lust; 
necessary for the procreation of children; the supreme metaphor of Christ’s love for the 
church; blessed union. As an ordained minister I have officiated at weddings that were 
religious and legal, religious but not legal, and (once) legal but not religious.   
 
Heterosexuals haven’t achieved great success in making legal marriage work. Marriage 
is frequently entered into too lightly, often with more heed to the wedding finery than the 
far-reaching repercussions.  The divorce rate is so high as to dizzy our hopes for 
constancy in raising children, and elevate our anxiety over the sheer number of adults 
walking around with wounded spirits while struggling to carry on capably.  Surely legal 
same-sex marriages would be as glorious and as flawed as different-sex marriages are.  
 
Jesus shook up the crowds with his parables.  His story of the good Samaritan was a tale 
of the right thing done by the “wrong” person—by the person most likely to be despised 
by the righteous folks of that day. It is an indictment of the religiously well-versed folks 
who were not willing to risk touching what might very well have been a dead body, and, 
thus, unclean.  

 
I pray that all of us who attempt to follow Jesus will be delivered from the sin of taking 
refuge within the familiar and the comfortable in the face of hurt and need.  I pray that we 
all—as individuals and as a nation—will repent of the urge to clothe privilege in the 
garment of sanctity and condemn whatever threatens our stability.  
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Committed relationships—households that endure—need all the help they can get. Aside 
from the 1400 or so documented financial and tax advantages of which legally married 
people can partake, there are more benefits not so easily quantified:  unhesitating 
admission to your spouse’s hospital room; unquestioned guardianship of your children; 
health insurance coverage; public and pervasive recognition of your commitment to one 
another, with the full implication that pledging your troth and abiding in faithfulness are 
within your capacity as a human being.   Perhaps heterosexual Christians need to reflect 
upon marriage in the spirit of the injunction in Romans 13:14 and not “put a stumbling 
block or hindrance in the way of another.”  Instead, remove the obstructions.  Clear the 
way for all those seeking to live and love in faithful commitment.  
 
 

 
 

What reflections do you have in light of Rev. Gast’s request to heed Romans 
13:14? 
 
What are the key qualities of marriage in Gast’s view? 
 
How does Gast draw on her own marriage to affirm the integrity and fidelity of 
committed relationships of all couples regardless of the couples’ gender? 
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Equal Marriage Rights 

Eleanor S. Morrison is an ordained UCC minister and Parents of Lesbians and Gays 
Contact Person for the Michigan Conference. She and her daughter are Co-Directors of 
LEAVEN, which  provides resources and education for spiritual development, feminism, 
and sexual justice. 

I am proud of our national church, the Board for Homeland Ministries and the Office of 
Church in Society, for their forthright statements about equal marriage rights for gay men 
and lesbian women. This is an important and timely matter for discussion and affirmative 
decision making. I know only too well the arguments from conservative and religious 
people--and from people influenced by them. There seems to be considerable ignorance 
of the work of biblical scholars on texts used as " grounds " for condemnation. And all too 
frequently, lack of personal relationship with gay or lesbian persons can contribute to 
continuing stereotypic thinking about homosexuality.  

As a counselor for many years, I have encountered many gay and lesbian people who 
have paid a severe price in their families, their churches, their work place, when it 
became known they were gay or lesbian. And, often an even heavier toll if they were part 
of a continuing partnership. I find it very ironic that many people feel gay and lesbian 
people are more promiscuous than heterosexual people, and yet are shocked to 
contemplate the possibility of "legalized " marriage!  

As a mother, I speak proudly of my lesbian daughter and her covenanted partner. Their 
service of Holy Union was celebrated in the UCC church in which my daughter grew up, 
by a UCC pastor/friend in the presence of a gathering of friends, siblings, parents and 
other family members of both women. It was a joyous occasion and a time for 
celebration, singing, dancing, and feasting together afterwards.  

As an ordained pastor, I have through the 21 years since my ordination, officiated at 
several services of Holy Union for lesbian women and gay men. Some of the services 
had to be out of doors, at a friend's home, or in a city park because of the lack of 
acceptance of families or the lack of welcome by their church of childhood years. Several 
have been in welcoming churches, with other members of the congregation gladly 
witnessing!  

My personal bias leans in the direction of feeling that the state should have nothing to do 
with marriage, and as a minister, I should not have to sign a wedding license or 
documents indicating I have performed the service. But when there is inequity practiced 
by the state (in refusing to legitimize gay and lesbian unions), then I feel very strongly 
that, as long as heterosexual unions have legal status, with rights of visitation and 
decision- making in intensive care situations, with inheritance rights, and property rights 
to spouses, such legal rights should be available to gay and lesbian couples, including 
the basic one of legal marriage.  
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How do you feel about Rev. Morrison’s assertion that marriages should not be 
performed by the government?   

Do you hold the same view as Rev. Morris that her daughter’s Holy Union seemed 
a fairly typical family celebration? Why? Why not? 

Do you agree with Rev. Morrison in seeing government as perpetuating inequality 
by denying same sex couples the right to marry? Why? Why not? 

 

 
 
 



 21

Excerpted from Rev. Yvette Flunder’s Article: 
The Commitment Ethic in the Gay and Lesbian Christian Community 

 

Rev. Yvette Flunder is Senior Pastor of City of Refuge Community Church in San 
Francisco. 

The questions I hear most often are "How does commitment or marriage work for gay 
Christians?" and "Should these unions be based on the heterosexual monogamous 
model?" Should we come out about our relationship and risk being stereotyped, or stay 
closeted and be dishonest about who we really are? Most of my counselees are 
concerned with the transitory nature of most gay and lesbian relationships. Rev. Robert 
Williams correctly states: 

A Christian marriage is not just a random pairing of two people; it involves 
an intentional, well thought out, formal commitment to each other. One of 
the biggest problems among queer (gay) couples is that since we do not 
have structures, such as marriage ceremonies and licenses, to mark the 
beginning of our relationships, we tend to slide into them without much 
intentionality or consciousness about the parameters of the relationship we 
are creating. Then, a few months or a few years down the road, we may 
find that our assumptions about the rules of the relationship clash with our 
partner's assumptions. What if one of them becomes seriously ill? What if 
one dies- What financial arrangements do they need to make? What if ones 
elderly mother wants to come live with them? What if one is offered an 
excellent job on the other coast; would the other quit her job to go along? 
Etc.(2) 

In many of the open and affirming congregations I have observed, much attention is 
given to making gay members feel accepted and included; marriage and relationship 
seminars and "how to" workshops are limited to heterosexual couples. Little attention is 
given to developing same sex families. Gay couples are not challenged to answer the 
hard questions regarding commitment. To do so would validate an invalid marriage. This 
model seems to give a message that says "If you are gay/lesbian we accept you, without 
any accountability, just to let you know how inclusive and gracious we are; but we hold 
straight Christians to a higher moral standard." In an ethical sense this is still second 
class treatment and a step below full acceptance of gay people into the church 
community. I agree with Rev. Williams who further states: A Christian marriage (gay or 
straight) necessarily includes elements of companionship, mutuality, commitment, and 
sex…(3)  
Marriage and commitment is still well within the sphere of heterosexual privilege and not 
considered an option by some same sex couples because of church-taught internalized 
homophobia; people who fall into this category are often involved in anonymous sexual 
activities to avoid being labeled as a "couple". These are the people for whom touching 
and being touched is often limited to restrooms, reststops, bars, bookstores, and 
bathhouses. The reality of heterosexism and homophobia causes great anger and fear 
for gays and lesbians. This fear disables potentially loving relationships, destroys self 
confidence, and self worth, and often leads to addictive behaviors that block out the pain 
of loneliness. According to Christine Smith:  
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Gay and lesbian oppression is the daily experience of being silenced when heterosexual 
persons may speak, being made invisible when heterosexual reality is the only reality 
assumed and affirmed, and being terrorized by the constant awareness that an 
inappropriate comment, look, reaction, or expression could change one's entire 
life...When lesbians and gay men know they have a rightful place, fear is transformed.(5) 
 
An anonymous gay writer revealed the struggle:  
 
We must be prepared to tell lies to people we love and to have ready (false) answers to 
questions about what we've been doing, where we've been, with whom, why, and what 
our future plans are. Then in painful irony, we can expect to be accused of being silent 
and reserved, and of not sharing ourselves and our lives with our families.  
 
Ann Thompson Cook relates a series of experiences that describe heterosexual privilege:  

_  The person you have loved and lived with for forty years is in intensive 
care and you are not allowed to visit because you are not "family" 

_  During coffee breaks, your co-workers often mention their spouses or 
people they are dating, but you feel you must remain silent about yours. 

_  Your partner has just died of AIDS. His parents, ignoring the fact that you 
have been living together for ten years are coming to sell the house you 
and your partner shared. 

_  You are a single, gay man (women) in seminary, and your married 
classmates in seminary are looking forward to moving into a parsonage 
after ordination. You wonder what will happen when you find someone you 
want to settle down with.(6)  

Just as buildings must be remodeled and retrofitted to accommodate those members of 
society who are specially-abled, the church must become home to gay and lesbian 
people. Care must be taken, in the rituals, language, and choice of educational materials 
chosen for worship and training. We must begin to form in the mind of our young ones, a 
healthy ability to live free from, and not inherit the myopia of their elders.  
 
The active grace of God demonstrated by the church in regard to the inclusivity of gay 
and lesbian Christians would create an atmosphere in which everyone has a seat at the 
same table; a place where the playing field is level, and everyone experiences the joys of 
community while being accountable for the actions of his or her life. Maybe soon "stories 
about gay and lesbian parenting (will) open the hearts of communities to new ways of 
defining family, and stories about gay and lesbian long-term relationships (will) become 
an occasion to teach our congregations about fidelity and commitment".(7)  
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NOTES 
1. Theodore Walker, EMPOWER THE PEOPLE, 63 
2. Robert Williams, JUST AS I AM, 211  
3. Robert Williams, JUST AS I AM, 208  
4. Christine Smith, PREACHING AS WEEPING, CONFESSION AND RESISTANCE, 88  
5. Christine Smith, PREACHING AS WEEPING, CONFESSION AND RESISTANCE, 
99,108  
6. Ann Thompson Cook, AND GOD LOVES EACH ONE:A RESOURCE FOR DIALOGUE 
ABOUT THE CHURCH AND HOMOSEXUALITY, 13  
 
 
Share your reflections on how Christian marriage strengthens the fidelity and 
integrity of couples. 
 
 
Discuss how heterosexual privilege limits the institution of marriage and leaves 
same-sex couples exposed to undue discrimination. 
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Capable of Monogamy With Either Gender 
 
The Rev .Bentley de Bardelaben serves as pastor of an urban congregation in St. Louis, 
MO. 
 
I am an African-American, bisexual male.  I define bisexual as one who has the capacity 
for a monogamous, loving, respecting, mutual, sexual relationship with either a male or a 
female.  As a young lad growing up on the east coast, I knew very early on that I was 
attracted to both girls and boys, women and men. Even while watching television or going 
to the movie theater, I was enchanted by the sexual presence and charm of both Doris 
Day and Rock Hudson, Pam Grier and Fred Williamson. I would not discover until 
puberty that I was actually different than most other boys in my neighborhood. I was more 
sensitive to things in my world that most-teenage boys seemed to ignore. Once my 
classmates began to get wind of my softer side, I became the target of much ridicule and 
harassment. I was called a fag, homo, queer, sissy and punk. I felt much guilt and 
shame.  

My saving grace was that I had a gift for academic excellence which provided me 
many scholastic opportunities. But it did not erase my feelings of marginalization. I did not 
fit into the dominant culture's perspective of how a "normal" teenage boy was to behave. I 
attempted to hide my true feelings for as long as possible. I dated the girls in my class to 
whom I was attracted. Yet, I felt that I could only fantasize about boys of whom I was also 
enamored.  

In college the rules out of which I operated began to change. I was able to get to 
know gay and lesbian students, as well as faculty on campus. The time had finally arrived 
when I was able to date both men and women. Wow! There were times when I thought 
that I was in heaven. And yes, other times when I felt I was in hell. I was in heaven 
because I was now free to date men. I was in hell because in many of my social circles 
that was simply unacceptable.  

It was quite a chore trying to understand the nuances of my sexuality. Many of my 
gay and straight friends with whom I would share my secret insisted that I choose one 
preference or the other. But in my heart of hearts, I knew that I was physically, 
emotionally and spiritually attracted to both. I fell in love with a young man who eventually 
broke my heart. A couple of years later I fell in love with a beautiful young woman. 
Eventually, we married. Our union produced a son and a daughter. However as time 
passed, our paths drifted apart and our marriage ended.  

Currently, I have been in a committed relationship with a handsome creative, witty, 
intelligent and sexy man for over three years. Just recently, we exchanged vows in a 
ceremony of holy union. On a day to day basis, our relationship unfolds in ways similar to 
a heterosexual marriage. We respect each other. We love one another deeply. We 
uphold the fidelity of our covenant. We are committed to be together for better and/or for 
worse. Lastly, we consciously seek to daily offer one another forgiveness and grace as it 
is liberally sought after and given to us by God.  

Though this journey as a bisexual continues to bring new challenges, I would not 
trade it for any other. I realize that I would not be who and what I am today without having 
had my life's experiences. Today, I live my life openly as an out bisexual male. In doing 
so, there is much liberation and joy. But with that also are times of struggle and pain for 
making such a bold declaration. Some people are extremely bigoted, and their language 
of hate rips apart the spirit and the soul.  
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Yet I believe that what I do and how I live out my life is God's will for me and not 
solely my own self -seeking will. I hope that by living openly and acting as an agent of 
change will eventually make life easier, not only for myself but for others who will come 
after me, especially the youth. My hope is that my story will uplift at least one who is 
feeling hopeless and without sense of love or compassion, someone who will be able to 
eventually realize that life is worth living and that God loves them just because, no matter 
where his or her journey has led them or will lead them. 

I believe that if Jesus were here today he would be pleased with the way that I 
have responded to his call to ministry. The roads that I travel are jammed with those who 
have been marginalized, brokenhearted, disenfranchised, sick, abandoned, and weak. 
The mission of the church is to care for "the least of these.”  By doing so, I trust that God 
will allow me to bring God's healing love into God's global community, one person at a 
time, one soul at a time. All of this I have come to know and trust through the love of 
Jesus Christ, the savior of my soul. With each day's end, I am offered a new beginning to 
become more like Christ, to become more human, fully accepting my sexuality and my 
call to ministry, fully loving myself and neighbor, fully out of the closet.  
 
 
How does Rev. de Bardelaben view his relationship with his spouse?  Discuss 
your views of bisexuality. How does Rev. de Bardelaben’s article inform your 
views?  

 

How can the mission of the church to “care for the least of these” be strengthened 
by affirming marriage for all couples and challenging heterosexual privilege? 
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Transgender People and Marriage: The Importance of Legal Planning 

Developed by Shannon Minter, senior staff attorney for the National Center for Lesbian 
Rights. 

Transgender people face unique legal issues with regard to marriage. Although marriage 
is not yet a legal option for gay or lesbian people in any state, it is already an option -- 
and a reality -- for many who are transgender. This article summarizes the legal issues 
surrounding marriage for transgender people and suggests some ways that transgender 
people can protect their marital relationships. 

A very real option 
Some people are aware that transgender individuals are often able to enter into a 
heterosexual marriage after undergoing sex-reassignment. What may be less well-
known, however, is that a transgender person may also be married to a person of the 
same sex. That situation arises, for example, when one of the spouses in a heterosexual 
marriage comes out as transsexual and transitions within the marriage. If the couple 
chooses to stay together, as many do, the result is a legal marriage in which both 
spouses are male or female. Alternatively, in states that do not allow a transgender 
person to change his or her legal sex, some transgender people have been able to marry 
a person of the same sex. To all outward appearances and to the couple themselves, the 
marriage is a same-sex union. In the eyes of the law, however, it is a different-sex 
marriage because technically speaking, the law continues to view the transgender 
spouse as a legal member of his or her birth sex even after sex-reassignment. In short, 
marriage is a very real option for a variety of transgender people in a variety of 
circumstances. 

Two contrasting cases 
In practice, however, the legal validity of marriages involving a transgender spouse is not 
yet firmly established in the great majority of states. In 1999, for example, an appellate 
court in Texas invalidated a seven-year marriage between Christine Littleton, a 
transgender woman, and her deceased husband. The case arose when Ms. Littleton 
brought a wrongful death suit seeking damages for her husband's death as a result of 
alleged medical malpractice. Rather than ruling on the merits of Ms. Littleton's suit, the 
court held that a person's legal sex is genetically fixed at birth and that Ms. Littleton 
should be deemed to be legally male, despite her female anatomy and appearance, and 
despite the fact that she had lived as a woman for most of her adult life. As a result of 
that decision, Ms. Littleton was denied all of the rights afforded to a legal spouse -- not 
only the right to bring a wrongful death suit, but the right to in testate inheritance (or 
inheritance without a will), to obtain her deceased husband's Social Security and 
retirement benefits, and many others as well. 

In contrast, in 1997, a trial court in Orange County, Calif. affirmed the validity of a 
marriage involving a transgender man. The case arose when the wife sought to invalidate 
the marriage in order to deprive her husband of his parental rights vis-à-vis the couple's 
child, who was born through alternative insemination. The trial court rejected the wife's 
argument that the transgender husband should be considered legally female and refused 
to nullify the marriage. The court held that California law recognizes the post-operative 
sex of a transsexual person for all legal purposes, including marriage. Notably, however, 
if the court had ruled differently, or if the transgender spouse had not undergone 



 27

extensive and expensive sex reassignments surgeries prior to the marriage, it is likely 
that he would have lost any right to maintain a relationship with his child. 

Still the need to protect yourself 
As these and other similar cases make clear, it is critical that transgender people who are 
married become aware of their potential legal vulnerability and take steps to protect 
themselves as much as possible. As an initial matter, transgender people who are 
married should certainly act accordingly and should not hesitate to exercise their rights as 
legal spouses, whether that be the right to file married tax returns, the right to apply for 
spousal benefits or the right to have or adopt children as a married couple. At the same 
time, however, it is also important to create a safety net in the event that the validity of 
the marriage is challenged. 

Although there are many benefits and protections that arise exclusively through marriage 
and cannot be duplicated through any other means, there are also some basic 
protections that can be safeguarded and secured through privately executed documents 
and agreements. At a minimum, a transgender person who is married should have: 

(1) A last will and testament for both spouses; 

(2) Financial and medical powers of attorney in which each spouse designates either the 
other spouse or another trusted person to be his or her legal agent in the event of 
incapacitation; and 

(3) A written personal relationship agreement including a detailed account of each 
spouse's rights and responsibilities with regard to finances, property, support, children 
and any other issues that are important to the couple. 

The agreement should also include an acknowledgment that the non-transgender partner 
is aware that his or her spouse is transgender to avoid any later claims of fraud or 
deception. Ideally, the couple should draft those documents with assistance from an 
attorney and supplement them with any other legal planning documents that are 
appropriate for their specific circumstances. 

With those basic documents in place, transgender people who are married can at least 
ensure that the spouses can inherit each other's estates and retain control over their own 
financial and medical decisions, even if the validity of the marriage is challenged. In many 
cases, the safety net created by extra legal planning will never have to be used. In 
others, the presence of that extra protection will shelter the transgender person and his or 
her spouse from devastating emotional trauma and financial loss. 

What are the special challenges of transgender relationships in regards to 
marriage? 

How would removing heterosexual privilege from marriage remove these barriers? 
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A Critique for Gay Marriage 
 
Rev. Robert W. Wood is an 81-year-old retired UCC clergyperson. His was an openly 
gay, pre-Stonewall voice for justice and marriage equality within the church. 
 
When wedding bells ring they sound the same to all couples in love. The sacred 
covenant community realized between two of the same gender and their God is often 
thwarted by the uncritical acceptance of inaccurate information, shopworn stereotypes, 
self-serving prejudices, or unexamined fears. It is to counter these negative forces too 
long at work whenever any aspect of gay marriage is being considered by organized 
religion or secular society that I present this critique. For all people can be in covenant 
with their God regardless of their sexual orientation. 
 
The concern expressed for and the acceptance of GLBT folk and their desire to be in a 
same gender marriage ought to be exactly the same as for heterosexuals. Both are 
God’s children for whom Christ died; both need to know forgiveness, grace, hope, and 
beatitude. Both will be anxious over the welfare of loved ones, both can be sinner or 
saint. They both laugh and cry, love and dream, grow old and die. I say this because, 
“…there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave, free, but Christ is all, and in all.” (Colossians 3:11 rsv) 
 
Today the GLBT community is no longer content just to recite Psalm 88 and wait for the 
Church and secular society to honor her/him as a co-equal person.  One’s personhood is 
sacred for it is a gift from the creator God.  It must not be corrupted by a culture that says 
some persons are NOT entitled to the same benefits as other persons.  The first 
Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1-29s) needs to be brought up to date by the declaration that 
one does not have to be a heterosexual before they can create a Christian family, be it 
just two of the same gender or with biological children or with adopted children or with 
foster children. 
 
For over a half century I have worked for Church sanctioned gay marriages, not settling 
for civil unions or those performed by a justice of the peace.  I strongly believe God 
should be the third partner in every marriage, gay and non-gay.  That means one service 
at a time performed by the clergy, for every couple stands unique before their maker.  
Some time spent in pre-marital counseling for each couple is in order, whether one 
gender or bi-gender.  It has long been my custom to send a first anniversary card to each 
couple I unite in holy wedlock.  But such counseling and sending of an anniversary card 
cannot be done when multiple marriages are performed ala the Moonies. 
 
Commitment must be the binding glue in any marriage, one gender or bi-gender.  A 
commitment to each other, of course; but also to one’s religious faith in which they have 
been baptized and confirmed.  Such a commitment turns a secular relationship into a 
Christian marriage.  Hugh Coulter and I both came from Christian homes and we wanted 
our marriage in 1962 to be a fully committed relationship including commitment to our 
Christian faith.  The couple, gay or non-gay, opens their life and their journey through life 
to the presence and the power of the Holy Spirit by such a marriage, a commitment 
blessed by God.  In marriage every couple is making a theological statement: “we are 
putting our combined lives into God’s hands for better or for worse ‘til death intervenes.”  
Such a holy commitment does no harm to bi-gender marriages but the latter might be 
jealous of how loving, fulfilling, redemptive a gay marriage can be. 
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The basic reason why two individuals want to become united in a religious marriage 
ceremony is because they love each other and know they will need the rest of their lives 
to fully express and experience that love.  Any legal or social benefits of a marriage, while 
very significant and enriching, must always be secondary to the love between the two 
which motivates their marriage. 
 
Love is a Christian virtue and ought to be the prize for each of God’s children whether 
single or in wedlock.  A person is not healthy, i.e. whole, if they cannot be open and 
known for who they are, including their marriage to the person they love and who loves 
them.  It is my theological belief that the deity seeks wholeness (at peace with one’s self) 
for all her/his children regardless of what sexual orientation was bequeathed them. 
 
For it is God’s grace, power, and divine love that will overcome the injustice, prejudice, 
ignorance of those who proclaim that their bi-gender marriage is the only one approved 
by God.  Defenders of that position fall back on the shibboleth “natural law”.  But it is a 
very early, indeed primitive concept.  It says what the majority does is natural but what 
the minority does is unnatural.  How frequently in human history has the majority been 
wrong?  There was Martin Luther, almost alone, against the powerful Roman Catholic 
Church.  There were America’s founding fathers against the world power of Great Britain.  
There were the civil rights marches in the ‘60s against the entrenched power of 
segregation and discrimination. 
 
I am always discomforted when someone cites David and Jonathan or Ruth and Naomi 
as evidence that the Bible approves of one-gender marriages.  David and Jonathan were 
both teenagers when they had their meaningful, perhaps intimate, relationship.  But both 
later married, David several times.  Both became father, again David several times.  
Naomi used the younger Ruth in order for Naomi to get a male heir, even to the extent of 
having Ruth prostitute herself to attract the attention of her future husband Boaz.  It is just 
poor biblical scholarship to invoke reference to either of these couples when discussing 
gay marriage.  In addition their use detracts from the many valid texts. 
 
There is only one Christian couple named in the New Testament.  They are Priscilla, also 
known as Prisca, and Aquila.  They are named six times and always together. The 
Philippian jailer was baptized by Paul along with his household but a wife is never 
mentioned nor are any of them referred to again.  So we do not know if his conversion 
lasted or not.  The reason there is so little mention of Christian marriage in scripture is 
because the early Church expected the Lord’s imminent return and a new age ushered 
in.  It was not until about the 4th century A.D. that Christian marriage became a 
sacrament, and it has gone through many changes since then as we will see a bit later. 
 
In Genesis 2:18 the Lord said, “it is not good that man should be alone; I will make a 
helper fit for him.  After making some animals the Lord in vs :22 makes a woman for man 
and in vs :24 we are told “…they became one flesh.”  But what choice did the man have?!  
He was trapped into a bi-gender relationship because there wasn’t another man around 
to banish his loneliness.  Likewise for the first woman. 
 
Proverbs 15:17 “Better is a dinner of herbs where love is than a fatted ox and hatred with 
it.”  Surely a one gender marriage where love is outranks a bi-gender marriage where 
love is absent! 
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John 21:4-11  In this post resurrection story John recounts how seven of Jesus’ disciples, 
including himself and Peter, went fishing on the Sea of Galilee; perhaps as a form of grief 
therapy.  But having fished all night their nets were still empty.  Then Jesus, from the 
shoreline, tells them to cast the nets on the other side of their boat.  At least three in the 
boat were professional fisherman and should have thought of that.  But when they do as 
the risen Lord suggests the net is filled with 153 large fish:  “…and although there were 
so many, the net was not torn.”  I believe the gospel writer is telling us that since all the 
fish were all of the same size, “large”, that everyone who comes to Jesus Christ is co-
equal.  In those days professional fisherman had identified 153 different species of fish.  
Again, the author is telling us that everyone we know about is brought to Jesus Christ.  
For me that includes GLBT persons and the married couples among them.  Note: the net 
was not torn!  That is God’s grace at work in our lives. 
 
Acts 10:45 “…the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles.”  The 
gift of the Holy Spirit is being poured out today even on those in a gay marriage.   
 
Romans 8:35-39 Paul asks, “…who shall separate us from the love of Christ.” And then 
lists 16 circumstances in life that cannot separate a believer from Christ.  But just in case 
he may have over-looked any he concludes with “…nor anything else in all creation….”  
To me “nor anything else” includes our sexual orientation and our marital status.  In short: 
a gay marriage cannot separate one from Jesus Christ! 
 
While the dictionary’s first definition of “marriage” is between a man and a woman that is 
not the only definition.   The second is “any intimate or close union” which certainly 
includes gay marriage.  But there are still other legitimate definitions of the word.  In 
some Holy Orders the novice marries the Church or Christ.  With antique furniture an 
item composed of two pieces such as a tall case clock (works and cabinet) or a highboy 
(low-boy and top) becomes a married piece if the two sections were not originally 
together.  In Isaiah 62:4,5 the word “Married”, capitalized, is used to indicate a new status 
for the Jews to their God. 
 
The international Olympic Committee has a worldwide copyright on the word “Olympic” 
as it pertains to athletic events.  That is why the homosexual community had to use the 
term “Gay Games” rather than “Gay Olympics”.  Conservatives act as though they have a 
copyright on the word “marriage”; it is all ours and you can’t use it.  That is a pure dog in 
manger attitude and only highlights how insecure they are with the word. 
 
A “traditional Christian marriage” depends on what time in history as well as in what 
culture. Christian marriage has never been static for long. There were those who said it 
was under attack when women were declared to be co-equal with men in the marriage 
bond. Others predicted irreparable harm to Christian marriage if it were between a couple 
of different races or ethnic groups or religions. But the passing of time has shown that 
none of these fears (or were they false alarms?) came to pass.  Now we are hearing the 
same attack words leveled at one gender marriages. But none of these changes in 
traditional marriage have done harm to it, nor do one gender marriages! 
 
Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches have made marriage a Sacrament, which 
means an outward and visible sign of an inner holy experience.  Protestantism, while not 
using the word, also holds the same view of marriage.  Thus for anyone to say that one 
gender marriages should not be sanctioned by the Church and its clergy is to sacrifice 
the homosexual on the altar of the status quo which maintains the blessed sacrament is 
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ONLY for bi-gender marriages.  That is why the rubric “separate but equal” is false.  One 
can never be equal if shunned, kept out, put in a secondary position or told you cannot do 
what others can do.  A sacrament by any name ought to be available to all God’s children 
who wish to receive it! 
 
Only the word “spouse” means married, not “partner” nor “companion” etc. You make a 
witness when you use that word.  Wearing matching wedding rings is yet another 
unobtrusive way to say, “we are a married couple.”  Get your local newspaper to include 
gay marriage announcements along with its coverage of non-gay marriages. 
 
To me religiosity describes a person who turns their message into a brass knuckle 
theology with which to bash somebody with ecclesiastical sounding words.  Such action 
is directed toward numerous topics.  But here I am concerned about their focus on the 
lives of homosexuals. 
 
I cite the following example of religiosity because the speaker specifically included me by 
name in his remarks.  On September 20, 1965, a leader on the Board for Homeland 
Ministries of the United Church of Christ spoke to a gathering of clergy in Philadelphia, on 
the topic of homosexuality and Christian ethics.  Sprinkled throughout his 15 single 
spaced pages were such statements as: “It is the relationship to a woman that makes a 
man.” (p-4)  “Theologically speaking, homosexuality is idolatry.” (p-5)  “When a man is a 
Christian he cannot become a homosexual.” (p-11)  “Homosexuals are made not born.” 
(p-12)  “A male homosexual’s life is built around an erection.” (p-13) 
 
After quoting several pieces I had written for early G&L publications, including my 1960 
book “Christ and the Homosexual”, he referred to what I had stated as “hard-core 
theological pornography.” (p-7)  Needless to say he was a disciple of Karl Barth as were 
several others in the denomination’s national leadership at that time.  In fact I once 
referred to them collectively as the “Barthian mafia”.  That speaker’s bombastic words are 
but one example of the ignorance multiplied by prejudice that prevailed in the top ranks of 
the UCC, and most of Christendom, in the years before Stonewall.  Religiosity, wherever 
it is directed, is dangerous because it provides a religiously sounding cloak to a very 
slanted position.  Much of today’s anti-gay marriage talk is taking this path.  My theology 
in its distilled essence is: God’s grace prevails over humankind’s judgment. 
 
The opening words in Fosdick’s hymn, “God of grace and God of glory, on thy people 
pour they power…” and words in his 4th stanza, “Armored with all Christ-like graces in the 
fight to set men free…” appear to be saying the same thing. 
 
During America’s Civil War there appeared the hymn, “Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory”, 
perhaps better known by its tune, “Battle Hymn of the Republic”.  Julia Ward Howe would 
be pleased, I think, to know that her words in the 4th stanza, “…let us die to make men 
free!…” helped to spark the Stonewall riot that historic Friday night of June 25, 1969.  But 
it is the refrain after each verse with which I close this critique for gay marriages: “Glory!  
Glory!  Hallelujah!  His truth is marching on.”  I pray it may be so!  
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Getting Married 
 
Rev. Dr. Marie M. Fortune is a U.C.C. pastor and Founder and Senior Analyst for the 
FaithTrust Institute, an international, interreligious organization working to end sexual and 
domestic violence. 
Dr. Anne L. Ganley is a psychologist in private practice. She is a national expert on 
domestic violence intervention with batterers. 
 
Getting married.  My partner and I never thought we would have this option.  So why did 
we do it in April, 2004? 
 
Because for a moment we could, if we drove 3 hours south to Portland, Oregon. 
 
As far as the politics goes, we would prefer more separation of church and state. All 
marriages should be civil unions only, with the state/federal rights and responsibilities 
given to all who choose this civil contract.   If religious faiths want to support these 
unions, then they should do so through their specifically designed covenant ceremonies, 
separate from the civil process. 
 
But at this point we believe that it is important politically for as many people as possible to 
exercise their right to marry, to be recognized by the state, as a basic civil right.  There 
are thousands of gay/lesbian couples who have lived in faithful, committed relationships 
for years and yet have been denied the benefits of sanction by the state.  Benefits which 
have primarily to do with health care, inheritance, custody of children, access to 
insurance, social security benefits, etc. 
 
Although we had already taken legal steps to insure our own legal rights as best we can, 
many other couples simply cannot afford to do this (and why should we have to pay for 
the same privileges taken for granted by heterosexuals?).  So although our participation 
in marriage in Oregon at this point will not insure our rights in our home state of  
Washington or elsewhere, it is one way to continue to put pressure on the political 
process to insure that someday soon every adult in the US will be able to choose whom 
he or she marries regardless of race or gender. 
 
Does it feel different?  A good question that a number of friends have asked. 
 
Our covenant relationship was established in a small gathering of close friends in 1980.  
It was a religious celebration and remains the most important occasion for us and our 
relationship.  We will celebrate our 25th anniversary in 2005, but the "marriage"  this year 
is also part of the celebration of our relationship.  We are surprised that it does feel 
different on two levels. 
 
When we went to get the license at the municipal building, I realized in retrospect that I 
was anxious and fully expected to be turned away.  Perhaps the decision had been made 
to stop issuing licenses that very morning (that decision in Oregon actually came a week 
later).  Or we made a mistake when we filled out the paper work and so were denied.  Or 
they would give us the license but not without being rude and hostile to us.  None of this 
happened.  And I was astonished. 
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This made me realize how for my entire adult life I have lived in a parallel universe:  
building friendships, dating, forming a relationship, making a commitment, deciding not to 
have children, buying a house, making our wills and powers-of-attorney, etc., parallel but 
separate from the heterosexual community.  We didn’t think about very much.  We just 
did it in order to build our family and community around us.  And to protect us from the 
dominant society. 
 
“Marriage” was never one of my fantasies because it was beyond possible for me.  The 
State was not interested in my marrying the person I loved.  The promise of “life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness” did not really apply to me and mine. 
 
I began to realize that I am a part of the state, too.  I pay taxes, vote and have an 
abundance of opinions about how government should operate.  Yet I did not have the 
basic right to marry.   Suddenly, without warning, this door opened for a brief moment 
and we decided to walk through it.  And it did feel different because we now have piece of 
paper that says that strangers support and affirm our relationship. We knew that our 
family and friends supported and affirmed us.  But we never expected strangers to do so.  
In fact, just the opposite. 
 
Now suddenly the state is willing to acknowledge that it is in its best interest that adults 
enter into committed relationships in order to provide for each other and possibly for 
children.  Any adult who so chooses.   Now suddenly thousands of strangers in 
Multnomah County, Oregon, have said, “yes, it is a good thing,” to me and my partner 
just as strangers said, “yes,” to our parents and grandparents.  They don’t know us or 
even have to like us to affirm that being in a committed relationship is a good thing for 
everyone. 
 
I don’t mind living on the margins.  In fact, I wouldn’t be comfortable anywhere else.  But 
sometimes I like to feel like I am part of something bigger than my own circle, something 
in which I share some values with other people who are often very different from me.  It’s 
like going to a baseball game and sitting next to a Republican.  Sometimes that can be a 
good thing knowing that in spite of our political differences, we share something in 
common.  This is how it is for me to be a lesbian and to be married at this time.  This is 
how we live and work against polarization and isolation.  And so we give thanks for the 
courage and leadership of elected officials, straight and gay, who have simply said, now 
is the time. 
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Other helpful resources 

National Center for Lesbian Rights 
870 Market St. 
San Francisco, Calif. 94102 
Phone: 415-392-6257 

The National Center for Lesbian Rights (NCLR) is devoted to advancing the rights and 
safety of lesbians and their families. In addition, NCLR provides representation and 
resources to gay men, and bisexual and transgender individuals on key issues that also 
significantly advance lesbian rights. 

Transgender Law and Policy 
Provides news and information about laws and litigation of concern to transgender 
people. Maintained by Paisley Currah, associate professor of political science, Brooklyn 
College of the City University of New York. 
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Talking Out the Issue 

Objective:  To discuss arguments opposed to marriage equality and offer rejoinders to 
them 

 

Many opponents of marriage equality fear “changing” marriage will erode society.  
Here is a brief overview of some arguments about the consequences of allowing 
civil marriage for same sex couples. 
 

• Opponents believe it will cause social anarchy, sexual anarchy and moral 
degradation.   

• It will also lead to teaching children that homosexuality is a normal sexual 
behavior.   

• Opponents also fear churches will be forced to perform same-sex marriages or be 
sued or prosecuted under hate crimes laws.   

• Opponents fear this would lead to the lowering of the age of consent and the 
acceptance of polygamy.   

• Further, they believe that marriage of same sex couples will lead to no committed 
relationships. 

 
Have the group relate any other arguments they have heard or read about the 
negative effects of same sex marriages.   

Then draw evidence from the readings that challenge these arguments.  Encourage 
them to question what the terms in these arguments mean. 

Download and print out a copy of the resources listed below.  Read them ahead of time 
and be able to reference the answers if people ask similar questions.  These are 
excellent resources to answer many of the concerns raised by opponents of marriage 
equality. 

Answers to Questions about Marriage Equality 
Human Rights Campaign, Washington, D.C., 2004 www.hrc.org 

A pamphlet that answers common questions and concerns, including: 

* Why do same-sex couples want to marry?  

* Why aren't civil unions enough?  

* I believe God meant marriage for men and women. How can I support marriage for 
same-sex couples?  

* I strongly believe children need a mother and a father.  

* This is different from interracial marriage. Sexual orientation is a choice.  
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* Won't this create a free-for-all and make the whole idea of marriage meaningless?  

* What would be wrong with a constitutional amendment to define marriage as a 
union of a man and a woman?  

* How could marriage for same-sex couples possibly be good for the American 
family -- or our country?  

* Can't same-sex couples go to a lawyer to secure all the rights they need?  

* Won't this cost taxpayers too much money?  

* Where can same-sex couples marry today?  

* What protections other than marriage are available to American same-sex 
couples?  

* I agree. Every family deserves equal protections. How can I help?  

 

Another good resource here is FAQs from the Freedom to Marry website:  
www.freedomtomarry.org. 
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Closing Prayer 
 
 

God, 
     You are the God of Huldah, 
     of Miriam and Deborah. 

You are speaking still 
through prophets in our midst. 

   You whisper an idea in our ear: 
   we say, “What’s she up to?” 

You rise in joy or outrage offering a vision: 
we say, “Whoa, she is out of control!” 

     We should cover our mouths with our hands, 
     Amazed that You still love us. 
You are our God. Forgive us. 
 
     - Dumbarton UCC  
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Session II 
 

Focus of the Discussion: 
1) What Shall We Do and  
2) With Whom Shall We Do It 
 
 I. Creating Safe and Sacred Space – ground the group in the knowledge that you’re 
engaging this topic from the perspective of your faith by: 

* Lighting a candle, creating an altar, centering on symbols 
* Praying  (p. 39) 
* Re-affirming covenant (p. 6) 

 
II. Celebrating Radically Inclusive Love 

* Read the Timeline of the UCC (p. 40) 
* Discuss ways the UCC’s tradition has led its faithful to forge a path of radically 

inclusive love.  Are there any surprises? (5 mins.) 
 
III. Defining Equality 

* Read “Limited Union?” (p. 44); discuss how the nation has struggled with 
expanding the definition of equality; do you agree or disagree with Professor Ball’s 
points of change? 

* Read “Stretching to Follow Spirit’s Lead” (p. 46); discuss how religion has played a 
positive and negative role in furthering inclusiveness 

 
IV. Advocacy 

* Examine the rules of Separation of Church and State from a nonprofit standpoint 
(“Guidelines for Congregations and Clergy on Political Action” from 
www.OurFaithOurVote.org) 

* “Calling Us All to Equality” (p. 48) 
- develop an advocacy strategy 
- identify priority activities 
- set goals and timelines for achieving goals 
- review “Talking Out the Issue” (p. 35) from Session I 

 
V. Moving Forward: How can you, personally, and your group participate in calling the 
nation to a richer sense of equality? 

* Develop a plan for subsequent meetings and events 
* Assign responsibilities to willing parties 
* Establish tentative deadlines for accomplishing these first tasks 
* Online resources:  www.lamdalegal.org/ 
* “What YOU Can Do” flyer (p. 52) 
* Appendix (p. 50) 

  
VI. Closing Prayer (p. 49) 
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Opening Prayer 
 
 

O God, you are Hospitality. You are Welcome. You are the Invitation, the Table, 
the Feast. By your spirit may we learn to receive and offer grace, to share from the 
sustenance of our lives and not simply its crumbs. Embolden us as we serve as 
the voice of those who continue to ask the church for justice and bread. In Christ 
we pray. Amen. 

                                                                           - Reconciling Congregation Movement 
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Timeline of the UCC 
 

The History of the United Church of Christ is replete with 
principled stands for social justice even in the face of authoritarian threat. 

1620  
Seeking spiritual freedom, forebears of the United Church of Christ prepare to leave 
Europe for the New World in December of 1620. Later generations know them as the 
Pilgrims. Their pastor, John Robinson, urges them as they depart to keep their minds 
open to new ways. God, he says, "has yet more light and truth to break forth out of his 
holy Word." 
 
1640 
The Pilgrims published the first book on the North American continent, The Bay Psalms 
Book, in 1640. This publication was the fruit of their desire to establish a free press, but it 
was not their most famous publication. Their publishing ventures began in the city of 
Leidens and was known as Brewster Press. In 1617, after publishing an anonymous tract 
to warn the Scotts that King James was about to re-establish ecclesiastical controls, the 
king sent out ruffians to hunt down and punish its printers. The Pilgrims decided to take 
their printing press to the new world where a free press could become a reality. Today, 
Pilgrim Press, part of the United Church of Christ, is the oldest continuously operating 
press on the North American continent and freedom of the press is a hallmark of US 
democracy. 
 
1648  
Congregational churches in colonial Massachusetts adopt the Cambridge Platform. A 
forerunner of the U.S. Constitution, it affirms the freedom of congregations that are 
autonomous, but bound together by ties of love and mutual support. 
 
1700 
Forebears of the UCC are the first mainline church to take a stand against slavery in the 
year 1700. On June 24 Samuel Sewall, a Puritan, speaks out against slavery and writes 
the first anti-slavery pamphlet in America, The Selling of Joseph. Sewall, a far from 
perfect figure from our history, lays the foundation for abolition that would come 150 
years later. 
 
1773 
No tax on tea! That was the decision on December 16, 1773, when 5,000 angry colonists 
gathered at the Old South Meeting House to protest a tax and started a revolution with 
the Boston Tea Party. Built in 1729, the Old South Meeting House was the largest 
building in colonial Boston and provided a stage for the drama of the American 
Revolution. African American poet Phillis Wheatley and statesman Benjamin Franklin 
were members of Old South's congregation. As a meeting place and a haven for free 
speech and assembly, Old South Meeting House has been in continuous use for over 
250 years.  
 
1785 
Lemuel Haynes would become the first African American person to be ordained to preach 
in a mainline Protestant denomination and the first to receive an honorary Master of Arts 
degree.  
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1798  
Dissident preacher James O'Kelly is one of the early founders of a religious movement 
called simply the Christians. His aim is to restore the simplicity of the original Christian 
community. The Christians seek liberty of conscience and oppose authoritarian church 
government. O'Kelly writes that "any number of Christians united in love, having Christ for 
their head . . . constitutes a church."   
 
1839  
UCC Congregationalist forebears work to free the Amistad captives. A multi-racial 
Amistad committee is formed to care for, educate and free the captives. John Quincy 
Adams takes the case before the Supreme Court. Sengbe Pieh learns to speak and write 
in English enough to defend himself and speak to the Supreme Court.  
 
1840  
A meeting of pastors in Missouri forms the first united church in American history—the 
future Evangelical Synod. It unites two Protestant traditions that have been separated for 
three centuries: the Lutherans and the Reformed. The Evangelicals believe in the power 
of tradition, but oppose inflexibility in worship and practice. "Rigid ceremony and strong 
condemnation of others are terrible things to me," one of them writes.  
 
1845  
Theologian Philip Schaff scandalizes the Reformed churches in Pennsylvania when he 
argues for a "Protestant Catholicism" centered in the person of Jesus Christ. The 
sacrament of Holy Communion—in which Christians are united through Jesus to each 
other in love—is at the heart of Schaff's revival. 
 
1853  
The ordination of Antoinette Brown, the first woman ordained to ministry in the modern 
era, took place on September 15, 1853. 
 
1897  
Congregationalist Washington Gladden is one of the early leaders of the Social Gospel 
movement—which takes literally the commandment of Jesus to "love your neighbor as 
yourself." Social Gospel preachers denounce injustice and the exploitation of the poor. In 
1897 he writes a hymn that summarizes his creed:  
"Light up your Word: the fettered page from killing bondage free. 
Light up our way: lead forth this age in love's large liberty. 
O Light of light! — within us dwell, through us your radiance pour, 
that word and life you truths may tell, and praise you evermore."   
 
1957 
The union of The Evangelical and Reformed Church with the Congregational Christian 
Churches to form the UCC on June 25, 1957 was the first and only time two completely 
separate Christian traditions have united to form a single denomination. 



 42

1959 
Dr. Everett C. Parker, head of the UCC Office of Communication asked Andrew Young to 
arrange a meeting with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Young’s work with voter registration 
was funded by the UCC. Knowing that Parker was a broadcaster, King told Parker 
“Please try to do something about the television stations.” At that time TV stations across 
the South literally blocked any transmission that showed people of color as equals, told 
news about discrimination or showed King’s marches. Viewers would see a sign that 
said, “Sorry Cable Trouble.” Parker and UCC members documented the injustice, 
challenged station owners before the Federal Court of Appeals and won. The courts 
made the historic ruling that the airwaves were public property and that local communities 
had a voice in the way airwaves serving their communities were managed. The 
proliferation of the faces of people of color in media today is the direct result of that 
decision; in fact, the presence of the public voice of all colors and interests in many 
regulatory matters is directly related to this historic UCC victory. 
 
1963  
Charles Cobb pushes, and General Synod takes a stand for powerful civil rights 
resolutions  
 
1967  
General Synod votes that social justice be considered, along with security and yield, in its 
investment of funds. 
 
1972  
The UCC ordains the Rev. William R. Johnson in June of 1972—the first openly gay 
person in history to become a Christian minister. Six years later, the first openly lesbian 
minister, the Rev. Anne Holmes, is ordained. From the 1970s on, General Synod 
supports equal rights for homosexual citizens, and calls on congregations to welcome 
lesbian, gay and bisexual members. 
 
1973 
The UCC General Synod becomes impassioned about the plight of farm workers and 
charters a plane to fly delegates to Coachella Valley as a public witness on June 25 after 
being notified by Cesar Chavez that the Teamsters Union had unleashed a campaign of 
violence against the strikers, which almost claimed the life of one of the workers who was 
nearly beaten to death. 
 
1973 
Convicted on charges of firebombing and racial turmoil, the Rev. Benjamin Chavis, and 
others, now known as the Wilmington 10, were arrested and charged with burning a 
white-owned grocery store in Wilmington, NC. Chavis was sent to Wilmington, NC by the 
United Church of Christ as a racial justice worker – sent to help an oppressed African-
American community overcome racial intolerance and intimidation. Amid charges that 
allegations against the Wilmington 10 were false, the UCC General Synod became 
outraged at the treatment of one of its own; it raised more than $1 million in bail to free 
the Wilmington 10. Chavis spent 4.5 years in prison before his conviction was set aside 
in1980. The UCC recovered its bail, plus interest. 
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1984   
The Rev. Diane Darling becomes the first openly lesbian woman called to parish ministry 
in the UCC. She is elected pastor of College Avenue UCC in Modesto, Calif. 
 
1993  
The Rev. Dr. Paul Sherry, national president of the Cleveland-based United Church of 
Christ, apologizes in person to Hawaiians for the role of UCC forbear mission worker 
involvement in the overthrow of Queen Lili'uokalani's monarchy on January 17, 1893 and 
pledges redress. The redress is in three parts: One is in terms of monetary redress. 
Second is in terms of the return of lands. Third is in-kind contribution or redress. The 
monetary portion of the redress plan is divided into three parts: $1.5 million dispersed to 
60 native Hawaiian churches, which are part of the Hawaiian Evangelical Association, 
while $1 million went to the Pu'a Foundation and the $1 million went to the Association of 
Hawaiian Evangelical Churches, which has a membership that includes the 60 Hawaiian 
churches. The plan states the awards are not necessarily an admission of guilt by the 
UCC, but a reaching out to heal the hurt in the Hawaiian community. In 1993 Congress 
and President Clinton also formally apologize for the overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawaii. 
 
The UCC publishes the only comprehensive curriculum for AIDS awareness and 
prevention designed for use in Christian education.  
 
UCC leaders, including President Paul Sherry, join the “March on Washington for 
Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Equal Rights and Liberation.” 
 
In testimony to the House Armed Services Committee, President Sherry urges Congress 
to lift the ban on military service by gays and lesbians. “To allow the military to 
discriminate is morally intolerable and contrary to the values that undergird our society,'' 
he says. 
 
2000  
On July 1, 2000, the UCC establishes a non-hierarchical leadership model for national 
setting and calls a collegium of officers to lead the denomination. 
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Limited Union? 
 
Professor Jennifer L. Ball is an adjunct faculty member at Western Connecticut State 
University where she teaches American history. 
 
The Declaration of Independence declares all men are created equal endowed by their 
creator with the unalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  Further, 
government was created to secure these rights and when it fails to do so must be altered 
or abolished.  It was upon this high ideological plan that the colonies broke with England 
in order to preserve themselves.  Ten years later, after much turmoil, the founding fathers 
felt called to establish a new form of government.  To effect this task they enlisted the 
People putting upon them the mantle of sovereignty.  And, as nation we began again. 
 

We the People, of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect union, 
establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common 
defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty 
to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution of 
the United States of America.  

 
This document set up the loom upon which the fabric of our nation was to be crafted.  At 
first, it was a small cloth covering only a few privileged white men.  Yet, others came to 
weave a greater cloth.  
 
As citizens of this nation we are called to honor this union and use our sovereign power 
to secure all these things.  At the time of the Constitution, equality was not a part of the 
Constitutional framework.  We were a nation that privileged the rich over the poor, whites 
over persons of all other colors and men over women.  The community of rights holders 
considered equal were the minority in society.  Yet, the call to equality was powerful and 
Americans responded throughout the centuries.  Thanks to their efforts, our legal codes, 
our court rulings and our constitutions have been amended to include more members of 
society into the community of rights holders.  Still we struggle with whom to include.  
Some would claim that we have included all that we can.  Others claim this document, 
which has stood the test of centuries, is flawed.  Flawed because it would allow the 
inclusion of yet other groups into the community of rights holders. They claim there is a 
need for clarity within the document.  A need to amend the document to exclude certain 
groups from the community of rights holders, to institutionalize a permanent inequality 
into our nation’s fabric.  They would end the debate on equality because they fear the 
debate is shifting away from their preference.  These same claims are being made 
against state constitutions as well. 
 
Some of this cloth’s strongest strands were woven in after much effort and suffering.  
Defining equality has been our greatest struggle, for at its base it defines who we are as 
Americans and what we must affirm as citizens. To turn back equality is tantamount to 
shredding the fabric of our nation.  The fabric would surely unravel if we allowed such 
persons to pull out the threads of equality.    
 
As persons of faith you are called to do social justice.  The history of the United States as 
a government and the history of the United Church of Christ both reflect our striving 
towards a more perfect union.   
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So much has been made of the history of marriage as between a man and a woman that 
we must address the ways that citizens have taken up the cause of equality to strengthen 
marriage and the rights of our citizens.   
 
In 1848, men and women signing The Declaration of Sentiments, challenged the male 
privileges of marriage which denied women property rights, custody rights, right over their 
physical person and wages and the right to leave an abusive spouse.  This movement led 
to a redefinition of legal codes throughout the nation to protect women’s property, 
custody rights and ability to leave abusive relationships.  It also laid the foundation for the 
women’s suffrage movement. 
 
In the antebellum period, abolitionists spoke out against the denial of marriage to slaves.  
They argued that the denial led to the debasement of slave men and women and 
destruction of slave families.  It was also a key argument to end slavery.  The right to 
marry would be one of many rights won as a result of the Civil War. 
 
At the turn of the century, advocates from within the Asian communities of the nation 
spoke out against the newly instituted anti-Asian miscegenation laws and the denial of 
right of Chinese and Japanese men to sponsor the immigration of their spouses into the 
country.  These laws were not removed from federal statutes until the twentieth century. 
 
In the mid-twentieth century the Civil Rights Movement fought a fierce battle against 
miscegenation laws that prohibited blacks and whites from legally marrying.  Advocates 
of the laws prophesied the mongrelization of the United States and the decline of 
civilization. In Loving v. Virginia, the Court struck down Virginia's statute on the grounds 
that it represented merely an "invidious racial discrimination" and that it unjustifiably 
deprived the defendants of one of the "basic civil rights of man."    
 
In all of these cases, opponents argued that the persons fighting for the right to legally 
marry were depraved individuals incapable of being good citizens and creating families 
that would strengthen the United States.  In fact, they argued that these marriages would 
lead to the decline of the United States.  Despite this, these citizens were affirmed as 
equal members of the community of rights holders.  The fabric of our Nation did not tear, 
but was made stronger by these struggles. 
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Stretching to Follow Spirit's Lead 
 
Craig Anderson, Minister, Brookside Community Church, UCC, Brookside, NJ  
 

In the broadest and most gratifying sense, the participation of Brookside Church in 
the Open and Affirming (ONA) process has left me feeling that, for a time at least, we 
have been heeding the Spirit's call.  To paraphrase Paul Tillich, being the church is a 
here and there, now and then kind of experience. What we are meant to be, how we 
ought to be, is so tied up-in hopes and ideals that, most often, I am conscious that we 
lack the strength to do what needs to be done So when the moment comes, a season of 
stretching to follow where Spirit leads, it is good!  

For us, participating in this process was a way to ask, "What kind of church do we 
want to be?" Our efforts to answer that question led to many surprises, but none was 
more astonishing than to have our struggles answered with expressions of gratitude from 
formerly unknown gay and lesbian neighbors.  They were yearning to participate in a 
community of faith but were uncertain of their welcome at Brookside Church.  They had 
been waiting for a sign which the ONA discussions offered!  Joining us, they contribute 
sensitive and wise counsel - during our deliberations.  Their presence made all the 
difference, and holds promise for a still more faithful church in the future.   

Somewhere in the ONA resource materials, it is suggested that a classic sign of a 
church's responding to Holy Spirit is welcoming and making room for the stranger, the 
other, the unlooked-for, and unwanted. We have striven to be that kind of community. In 
practice, our church has gained a reputation as an inclusive community.  What we had 
not recognized, however, is the need to be explicit when that welcome extends to 
homosexuals.  That the Church traditionally has been in the forefront attacking and 
condemning gay and lesbian folk was vividly underscored on September 12, 2001, when 
Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson laid the blame for the September 11th terrorist attacks at 
the feet of homosexuals and others.  Whether fighting equal rights, protesting gay 
funerals, or declaring AIDS to be God's vengeance against homosexuals,” the Church 
has not been a safe or welcoming place for lesbian and gay people.  So part of our 
answer to the question about what kind of church to be was – a different kind! 

 
In exploring that alternative, we have been rediscovering and reclaiming the, 

progressive heritage of the United Church of Christ (UCC).  We are celebrating that ours 
is a pioneering denomination, one with a lot of firsts: first to ordain a Native American, a 
woman, an African-American, an openly gay man. The UCC (sometimes through the 
denominations which merged to create it) led in the movement to abolish slavery; was 
active in the civil rights movement; and published the first inclusive language hymnal. 
Looking across the spectrum of denominations, there are many churches which still resist 
doing what the UCC has done for a long time.  So it has been good to reclaim our 
heritage as a local UCC congregation and to more fully embrace the UCC's progressive 
identity as our own.  

While considering what kind of church to be, we learned from Nancy Ammerman's 
Congregation and Community that every church occupies a niche in its local 
environment. A result of becoming an Open and Affirming congregation, therefore, is to 
see ourselves as a subspecies in the larger ecology of churches: progressive, different, 
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attempting to follow the lead of Spirit, trying to make room for the outcast and the 
stranger.  
  

Going forward, my hope and dream is that Brookside Church will occupy a 
progressive niche in our community, and that we will do so more boldly. Known for youth 
ministries and ministries to community, we hope now to more fully embrace the diversity 
which is coming to our neighborhoods, just as surely as it has come to our nation. White 
Christian families, with a mom and dad, 2.2 children, a dog, cat and gerbil, are being 
joined by single-parent families, gay-couples, Asians, Hispanics, households without 
children, Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists.  It is clearly past time to give up exclusive claims 
to Jesus' having all religious truth.  It is time now to welcome everyone at God’s table.  
We hope, therefore, to take even greater care at being inclusive, to seize a pioneering 
past and boldly explore a new future.  We believe there is a niche for a church like that in 
our community, our world, our hearts. Participating in the Open and Affirming process at 
Brookside Church made these dreams and insights possible – following Spirit's lead.  
 

 





Guidelines for Congregations and Clergy on Political Action

Political Activities Churches?      Clergy as individuals?

Discuss the positions of candidates on public issues Yes Yes

Endorsement of political candidates No Yes

Contributions to political candidates No Yes

In-kind expenditures in favor of or against political candidates No Yes

Independent expenditures in favor of or against political candidates No Yes

Contributions to PACs No Yes

Appearance of political candidate at church meeting or service* Yes N/A

Payment of expenses for candidate to appear No Yes

Distribute at church:

(1) Nonpartisan candidate surveys or guides** Yes Yes

(2) Voting records Yes Yes

(3) Candidate political statements No Yes

Rent church list at market value if offered at same rate for all candidates Yes N/A

Publish in church newsletter, bulletin or magazine***

(1) Political Ads sold at market rate Yes N/A

(2) Political Ads sold at less than market rate No N/A

(3) News stories Yes N/A

(4) Editorials No N/A

Nonpartisan voter education and registration Yes Yes

Nonpartisan get out the vote drives Yes Yes

* A political candidate may appear at a church service. The
appearance of candidate before a church service, however, is 
limited as follows:

• Any other candidate for the same office that requests to
appear must be given the same opportunity; and

• No solicitation for funds may be made by any representative
of the church.

In addition, a church may allow political candidates to use the
facilities of the church for events or meetings on the same basis
that civic groups and other organizations are allowed.  If civic
groups and other organizations are required to pay rent for using
the church property, the political candidate should be charged
the same amount.

** A church may publish or distribute the results of surveys of can-
didates on public issues. Such surveys, however, must be nonparti-

san. As a result, 501 (c)(3) church groups should observe the 
following conditions in publishing or distributing the survey:

• Publish the response of all the candidates for the particular
office by use of ‘yes’ and ‘no.’ The survey should not specify
what is the desired response.

• Do not include any words indicating either endorsement of or
support for any of the candidates or their positions on issues.

*** Church publications:
• Political Ads: A church newsletter or magazine may publish

an ad for a political candidate, as long as the ad is pur-
chased at the regular rate for ads in that publication.

• News Stories: A church newsletter, bulletin or magazine may
publish, without limitation, news stories on political candi-
dates and political campaigns.

• Editorials: A church may not publish an editorial supporting
or endorsing a candidate for political office or political party.
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Calling Us All to Equality 
Group Activity 

 
Developing an Advocacy strategy: 
Work on answers to the following questions to develop an advocacy strategy. 
 

• What do you want?  Objectives 
 

• Who can give it to you?  Audiences - Think about your denominational and civil 
audiences here. 

 
• What do they need to Hear?  Message - Draw from your prior study session and 

identify key resources to use for crafting the message.  Do not try to do more than 
create the overarching theme.  You will need to refine your message as you go 
and craft it to match your audience. 

 
• Who do they need to hear it from?  Messengers – Again, think about this in terms 

of individuals, local groups, i.e.: church, and community (this can mean local, state 
and national, so identify accordingly.) 

 
• How can we get them to hear it?  Delivery – These are the actions you will need to 

stress in your plans and prioritize.  Go to the second phase of the activity. 
 
 
 
Using a chalkboard or newsprint, create three columns:  individual action, group action, 
community action. 
 

• Start brainstorming ways to advocate for marriage equality list them under the 
column into which they best fit.  (If the group needs help use the following actions 
to start the group brainstorming) 

 
• Sign the Coalition’s Marriage Equality Statement www.uccCoalition.org 

 
• Join Our Faith Our Vote Election 2004 www.UCCTakeAction.org and 

www.ourfaithourvote.org 
 

• Write Letters to your representatives 
 

• Send out updates to congregants on the debate in your state 
 

• Hold coffee hours / second hours to discuss the issues 
 

• Talk to your pastor about affirming same-sex marriages 
 

• Make connections with local LGBT organizations working on the issue 
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Closing Prayer  
 

 
  In Christ we experience one wholeness, 
  we are a new creation. 
   As we have received God’s grace, 
   we go now and dare to reach out to others, 
    to help others reconcile and make new. 
     And the presence of God, who is our Creator, 
     Redeemer and Sustainer, will go with us. 
 
         - Kelly Turney 
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Appendix 
 
Further Resources 
 
The United Church of Christ Coalition for Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Transgender 
Concerns’ website is an excellent starting point for resources on same sex marriages.  
From www.uccCoalition.org you can find our current statements and resources and find 
links to other resource pages. 
 
Marriage of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender People:  A Study Guide for Youth 
Groups 
This resource was designed by the Youth and Young Adult Program of the Coalition.  It is 
intended for workshops involving youth and young adults on the topics of marriage, 
commitment, and covenant relationships for LGBT persons.  Contact The Coalition’s 
Youth and Young Adult Program or go to our website www.uccCoalition.org. 
 
God is Still Speaking, About Marriage  
Rev. Mike Schuenemeyer’s office of the UCC has created a general resource for 
discussion groups around the topic of marriage allowing groups to re-examine marriage.  
Available through the web www.ucc.org/lgbt and from his office. 
 
Strength Training for the Body of Christ. 
The ONA program of the Coalition began offering this resource in 2002.  It is an excellent 
resource to help recharge your batteries as you work on transforming church and society 
through your open and affirming mission.  Contact The Coalition’s ONA Program or go to 
our website www.uccCoalition.org. 
 
Blessing Ceremonies:  Resources for Same Gender Services of Commitment 
This resource offers reflections, sermons, and sample vows for pastors and churches 
looking to offer same-sex unions. Contact The Coalition’s ONA Program or go to our 
website www.uccCoalition.org. 
 
GLAAD puts out an excellent LGBT Media Reference Guide.   
The guide can be found online at www.GLAAD.org.  The guide offers variety of resources 
on media outlets, local contacts, studies and surveys, terminology and presenting news 
or events in a fair, accurate and inclusive manner.  The website offers several up-to-date 
articles on the media’s portrayal of LGBT issues. 
 
The National Freedom to Marry Organization www.freedomtomarry.org 
 
The United Church of Christ, Justice and Witness Ministries has an annual briefing book 
available online and by mail.  The briefing book helps groups and churches to plan and 
implement their advocacy missions.   UCC Justice and Witness Ministries / 700 Prospect 
Ave E / Cleveland, OH 44115-1100 fax 216.736.3703 
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The Justice and Witness Ministries also have an election year program, Our Faith Our 
Vote.  It focuses on educating people on election year issues and getting voters 
registered and to the voting place.  You can sign up with the enclosed registration form or 
by going to www.ucc.org/justice/election2004. 
 
The Human Rights Campaign is an organization that updates its information daily and 
contains national and local updates.  www.hrc.org 
 
The Task Force has an excellent marriage resource webpage: 
www.thetaskforce.org/marriagecenter/index.cfm 
 
People of Faith for Gay Civil Rights (PFGCR) 
With 50 articles, a growing bibliography, and links to denominational GLBTI Welcoming 
Movements, our Resource Center will help individuals and congregations articulate faith-
based rationales for queer equality within denominations and society. 
http://www.pfgcr.org/resources.htm 
 
The Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies in Religion and ministry also has extensive 
resources.  www.cgls.org 
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“But I’m just one person…what could I possibly do?” 
  WHAT YOU CAN DO 

About Marriage Equality 

 
• Know who your UCC Coalition / Same-Sex Marriage Regional 

Coordinators are (and call on them). To find out who your Regional 
Coordinator is, contact: 

Beverly Deloatch, Program Coordinator 
Email: BevDeloatch@aol.com  
Phone: 203.809.0304 
Sharon Benton: Program Coordinator 
Email: ChaplainSharon@aol.com 
Phone: 203.603.9362 

 
• Invite a speaker to your church: You may not have the answers to your 

congregation’s questions, but there is probably somebody in your community 
who can provide information 

 
• Check out the “God is Still Speaking, About Marriage” materials on the 

www.UCC.org website and the “Same Gender Marriage Study Packet For 
Youth Groups and Campus Ministries” by Timothy Brown on The 
Coalition’s website (www.uccCoalition.org)  

  
• Call and write to your Legislators: Your voice does matter since most of 

the calls your elected officials receive from a “religious voice” speak against 
equality and justice for same-sex couples 

 
• Talk to your family about how your faith and God’s call for justice informs 

your stance about marriage equality 
 
• REGISTER TO VOTE 

 
•  Visit the UCC’s Our Faith, Our Vote website (www.OurFaithOurVote.org) 

to get some great tips and ideas and to see what others are doing 
 

• Read Marvin Ellison’s Same-Sex Marriage: A Christian Ethical Analysis if 
you’d like a comprehensive discussion (share it with a book group) 

 


