Marriage: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
A few themes figured most prominently in Interfaith Grand River’s September 2009 meeting, which focused on the subject of marriage: how each of the faiths views the sacredness of marriage, the particular tradition’s position regarding divorce and remarriage, and the questions of intermarriage between members of different faiths and marriage between two people of the same gender. An additional topic that was touched on briefly was polygamy.
The opening comment for many who spoke was that “in our tradition, marriage is not a sacrament.” All traditions value marriage highly and express this by having officiants of the faith and members of the community bless the union. However, with one exception, they do not view marriage as “a rite in which God is uniquely active” (a sacrament). Catholicism is the one faith that considers marriage to be a sacrament. Having thus determined from the outset what marriage is not, the natural question that follows is “then, what is marriage?”
Marriage appears to be universally steeped in concerns of property and lineage. This is something confirmed through history and through the observance of cultures around the globe. A Unitarian member, for instance, spoke of a couple whose marriage had been motivated by the very practical concerns of inheritance, custody of children and health care decisions. Christian Science, with its belief that we are pure spirit, offers an interesting contrast. The way it addresses the needs of this temporary “walk in the flesh” is by respecting the civil laws that pertain to marriage.
The various forms of Buddhism provide a ceremony at the temple with monks’ blessings, ratified by a certificate from City Hall. For Sikhs, whether the marriage takes place at a gurdwara or a hall, it is absolutely necessary to have the Holy Book present.
Every one of the faiths honours marriage and believes it is crucial that the community support and nurture marriages. All view the dissolution of marriage as something to be avoided. This belief is expressed in a variety of ways. For Mennonites, divorce was frowned upon, and marriage after divorce was very difficult. More recently, this view has become less stringent, and it has become far easier to remarry after divorce. The Jewish faith has a religious procedure for divorce. Islam allows for divorce with the stipulation that the parting be amicable.
We heard as well about a form of prenuptial agreement that is part of the marriage contract in Islam. Both the bride and the groom lay down conditions for living together in harmony.
Marriages between an adherent of one faith and one who is not a member of that faith tradition take place in most of the traditions with varying degrees. In Christian Science, the majority of marriages are with someone who is not from that church. Reform Jewish congregations generally welcome intermarried couples, but are much less open to actually hosting weddings where one of the partners is not Jewish. In Toronto, Reform rabbis have agreed not to officiate at any wedding involving a Jew and a non-Jew.
Regarding the question of same-sex marriage, some traditions, such as Presbyterian and Lutheran, are on the more conservative side, and even within the more liberal faiths such as Unitarianism, there are great differences of opinion. The Neopagan tradition has always recognized the love and union between same-sex couples, blessing this union with the “handfasting” ceremony that it practises for all marriages, regardless of what the law of the land has decreed.
