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Today’s sermon, as many of you know, is going to be about marriage. And because of that, I
need to start with a prologue which could be a whole lecture, but is only going to be a paragraph.
The church’s tradition has had a lot to say about marriage over the years; surprising only in that
Scripture does not concern itself with marriage much at all; neither does Jesus. And yet the
church has promoted marriage as a particularly sacred relationship with God’s blessing and thus
the breaking up of marriages as a significant sin - and that threat has been used to manipulate
people into staying in marriages destructive of body and soul. Thankfully the church has
evolved, but it struggles with a theology of marriage - what to really say about marriage that has
had all kinds of purposes and entanglements over the centuries. This is evident in the opening
address of the Episcopal marriage liturgy where it says that “Jesus Christ adorned this manner of
life by his presence and first miracle at a wedding in Cana of Galilee.” That’s the best they could
do to find Jesus’ blessing on marriages; by that rational, fishing is a sacred activity because Jesus
was on a fishing boat and did a miracle.

At the same time, I am confident that God cares about marriages, because God cares about
relationships between people. It is through relationships that who we come to know ourselves
and are formed, not in theory, but in practice - it’s where the rubber meets the road. That
happens to some extent in all of our relationships, but because of its length and interwovenness
of life, it happens a lot in marriage. One of my favorite descriptions of marriage is that it is the
invitation to someone to be in your personal space for the rest of your life. Yeah, think about
that for a moment. In marriage, you choose your closest neighbor, quite literally. So the great
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commandment - love God and love your neighbor as yourself - is the primary instruction for
marriage, as it is for all our relationships. Sometimes marriages, or friendships or other kinds of
relationships, do have to end for the wellness of one or both people involved - it is part of loving
your neighbor as yourself. But love, how to best love, is the ethic that guides our choices and
actions.

Love is easy to feel, at least in moments, and hard to live, especially with an actual person.
Loving humanity and feeling the shared connection of creation is easy in the soft lights of a yoga
studio or as the sun rises along the beach. Loving humanity is hard when faced with a person
making a stupid remark or a friend who just doesn’t change their self-destructive ways. The
passage from 1 John puts an added challenge layer on this - “those who do not love a brother or
sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.” I beg to differ. It is
easier to love God who we do not see, because we can make God out to whoever we want to be
with whatever demands or characteristics we want him to have, much easier than we can other
people whose characteristics and demands do not line up with our personal desires and they
remind us of that in word and action. That’s why it’s easier to love humanity in theory and hard
to love our actual neighbor. But perhaps that is the point of John’s comment - God isn’t whoever
we want God to be, just like our co-worker or friend or spouse - isn’t whoever we want them to
be. Love is not an ideal - not even with an invisible God - it is something lived out day to day in
the complexities of relationship.

To prepare for this sermon, I gathered five couples from the congregation who were celebrating
major anniversaries this year for dinner and conversation. Around the table was more than 200
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years of married life. Eleven adult kids. At least seven major career changes. Countless moves
to new cities and new jobs. We saw pictures of 22 year olds on their wedding day who had no
idea what life would turn out to hold for them. The conversation, needless to say, was all over
the place, but one of the things that stuck out for me was a point of unity among them. I asked
the couples what advice they had given or would give to their children about marriage. None.
Not don’t go to bed angry or who you marry is the most important decision you make or forgive
quickly or the best thing you can do for your kids is have a healthy relationship. None of that.
200 plus years of marriage experience in the room. The consensus was, every marriage is
different, our children are different from us, what they find valuable for them about our marriage
they will have gotten from being around us.

As I got into writing this sermon, which as a side note was much, much more difficult than I
anticipated, I guess there’s a reason people don’t preach much about marriage, anyway, as I got
into writing this sermon, my husband pointed out that it is rare to meet someone who is proud of
the length of their marriage. Or perhaps better said, it is not as proud as others think they should
be. It’s because they know those years in an intimate way. They know the low years and the
good ones. The ones where it was a mortgage and kids keeping them together, and they didn’t
even like each other very much. The ones where they felt very connected and the ones they felt
very disconnected. And those times aren’t over; they continue to come and go. With that comes
wisdom and humility, knowing that lessons learned are just that, lessons learned for one’s self,
and not relevant necessarily to others, even one’s own kids.
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As I worked on this sermon, I went around and around on what to say - especially given my
200+ years experienced souls weren’t willing to dish out advice too freely, which made me think
twice about doing so. But their reluctance to give advice opened me to something they were
saying about marriage - really about all relationships, even our relationship with God. Healthy
relationships hold sufficient space for the other to be and to become. The couples were holding
space for their children to be and become who they would be in their own lives by holding back
lessons learned, just as they had held space for their spouses and themselves over decades of
marriage. The couples around the table talked about the importance of cultivating separate
interests to enjoy apart and occasionally together. They talked about adapting - whether because
of career change or children or one of them was struggling personally in a way that had nothing
to do with them but of course affected their life. They talked about, though in not these words,
that sometimes it was not the commitment to the other person, but the commitment to marriage,
that held them together. That is, in those times where they didn’t particularly feel connected to
one another or even like each other, they were committed to the life they built together, and that
commitment gave the time and impetus for the relationship to evolve into something they did
eventually want to continue.
I’ve confessed already that I’m not one for the spiritualization of marriage - somehow trying to
create it into some holy metaphor, but it was in listening to this that I did see this emerge.
Holding space to be and become . . . a commitment to the relationship beyond the person. I see
that as a relevant experience to understanding our relationship with God. Perhaps this is what
John is talking about in the letter. If we can learn to love someone, to be in relationship with
them and give them space to be and to become, then we learn something of how God loves us how God is in relationship with us and giving us space to be and to become, and even when we
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are really frustrating to God - God is committed to us - and he’s in it for the long haul, giving us
time to figure out who we are and how to relate, because God is committed to life with us. And
we too, have to let God be God - not try to fit God into preconceived notions and expectations of
what would be best if he was for us. We have to love God as God is, not who we want him to be
- just as God loves us as we are, not who he wants us to be. Loving God means we learn to
extend this same unconditional love to our neighbors - whether they are stranger, friend, parent,
child, or spouse. Love God and love your neighbor as yourself.

I chose the poem that was read as the first reading from a collection that my father-in-law selfpublished, and more than my sermon, I think it captures something about marriage I like its
celebration of the mix of love and mundane routines that shape a life together. Calendars, buried
pets, raising children, budgets, and weekly dinner menus - that’s the part of marriage that shape
my day to day. And it is mundane in the living and rather holy from the perch of the blue
heron’s nest. This “daily accumulation of presence” - at its best - makes a home for not just its
inhabitants but its neighbors to experience love. For the gift of marriages that have been able to
do so, and for all the other decades-long relationships in our lives that have taught us about love
over time, we are thankful today. May we continue to foster relationships that reflect the
relationship God offers us, a space to be loved and to become who we are becoming. Amen.
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