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Mark 3:31-35
Romans 14:13-23

Ecclesiastes 4:9-12  
First some disclaimers:  contrary to popular opinion, Valentines Day is not a religious holiday.  It is a commercial holiday.  But since it falls on Sunday this year, I thought I would take advantage and instead of using the lectionary, talk instead about love and marriage.  

Second, just because I am going to talk about love and marriage does not mean that I want to exclude single people and to imply that the only way to be is coupled.  Singlehood is just as valid as married life; in fact, Jesus and Paul seemed to prefer it.

Third, I am pleased that my partner, Anne, is here today. And yes, I did ask her permission to talk about her in my sermon.

Ecclesiastes:  this passage is one of my favorites because it describes my relationship with Anne
I usually don’t speak very personally in my sermons but I will today because who I am and my relationship with my partner continues to be under attack.  And it is my faith that strengthens me in these days.  So this is the place to talk about it.
I met Anne in 1972 while we were working on anti-racism.  I noticed her across a crowded room because she was the only white woman in this group of white women who seemed to understand racism and what we needed to do about it.  She says all she remembers about that day were my pink shorts.  

We had a long distance relationship through graduate school. Then I returned to Seattle and we sort of got engaged.  Then in 1980, we made a covenant with each other to become life partners with the support of our community here in seattle.  We didn’t invite any of our family to this event.  They wouldn’t have come because they wouldn’t have understood what it meant.

But I did come out to my parents that year.  After explaining to me that I wasn’t raised “this way,” my mother stopped communicating with me for a year.  My dad and I continued to stay in touch.
Very slowly my mom resumed conversation with me and we resumed visiting.  She had always loved Anne.  That wasn’t the problem.  She just had no way to understand who I was and she was afraid for me.  My brother and sister in law stepped up and took a deep breath.  They didn’t fully understand either but they loved us just the same.

Fortunately my mother lived long enough to come full circle and embrace our relationship and anne as part of our family.  And my dad at 94 continues to be an outspoken advocate for our rights  . . . even with his Republican neighbors.
In early 2004, you may recall that Oregon began allowing lesbians and gays to marry.  So in April, we drove to Portland, got our license, and went to the First Congregational Church downtown to be married.  John and Lois Selmar [former members of this church] were there as our surrogate parents. Three other friends joined in.

The strongest memory I have of that day was walking into the Multnomah County registration office and standing in line with straight and gay couples for our license.  When we got to the counter, the clerk was courteous and helpful and wished us well.  I wept.  I guess I had expected to be hassled or questioned.  When that didn’t happen, I was amazed.
Obviously this action on our part was symbolic because being married in Oregon didn’t count in Washington.  But it mattered to us.

Of course within the year, we received the letter from the state of Oregon saying, “sorry, we were just kidding.”  Our marriage was invalidated.  It was like being divorced by the state of Oregon.  We were still in a committed relationship but Oregon didn’t recognize that.  And they returned our money which we donated to the marriage equality group in Oregon.
Then Seattle passed the Domestic Partner law and we registered here.  We got a card that says we are domestic partners.  And we were assured that if one of us was hospitalized, the other would be admitted to see her.  If we showed our card.
Now of course BY VOTE all of Washington state provides for domestic partners of either sex and this includes all the legal rights and responsibilities of marriage as long as we don’t call it marriage.  So we have legal rights here, but not if we move or even if we travel outside of Washington.  And we still have to have our card!
The rights of gay and lesbian people to marry are now being debated in the courts in California.  Perhaps you have followed the arguments in the case.  The most interesting thing is that the lawyers who are suing to overturn Prop 8 which denies the right to marry are unlikely allies.  David Boies and Ted Olson were opposing counsel in the Supreme Court case of George Bush v. Al Gore in 2000.  One is liberal the other conservative if we use simplistic labels.

Boies spoke intensely about the gay and lesbian plaintiffs, who offered poignant testimony about their loving relationships: “These people are people you would want your child to grow up and marry. You can be a child molester and get married. You can be a wife beater and get married. You can be a child-support scofflaw and get married. The importance of that emotional relationship is so vital to the pursuit of happiness that even prison felons, who aren’t really procreating, have a right to get married.”

Noting the rabid effort being made to restrict marriage to only those who can protect its sanctity, a chuckling Olson reeled off some names: “Tiger Woods, Eliot Spitzer, Mark Sanford, Kobe Bryant, Bill Clinton.” 

So state by state, legislatures are arriving at different conclusions to the petition for gays and lesbians to marry.  This echoes the situation in the 1940’s and ‘50’s regarding interracial marriage.  Remember that President Obama’s parents would not have been able to marry in most states of the US at that time.  And they certainly would not have been able to live in many states.  We finally got past the notion that the state could decide the color of the person’s skin you chose to marry.

But we are still arguing about whether the state can decide that you have to be of a particular gender to marry.  I’ve always wondered what happens for a transgendered person.  If a man and woman are married, and the man becomes a woman, does the state take away their legal rights as a married couple?

This whole argument that marriage has always been between a man and a woman?  Not if you read the bible.  In fact polygamy was more common . . . for men.  Many wives was a sign of your wealth and power.

In fact marriage has changed dramatically just in our lifetimes.  and even now differs significantly across cultures.

Besides the argument that it has always been this way is like my white ancestors saying, we’ve always owned slaves . . .  and it’s in the bible.  That doesn’t make it right or normative.
As a citizen of the United States, I am promised life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  And freedom of religion in the Bill of Rights.   My church recognizes my covenanted relationship with anne.  How can the state deny that to me?

Of course one of the red herrings being used to scare people is that if we allow gay marriage, clergy will be forced to perform them in violation of THEIR freedom of religion.  Well, a)  that’s not true and b) trust me.  No gay or lesbian couple will be seeking out a homophobic clergyperson asking to be married.

At this point, marriage equality is important symbolically and practically as a national standard.  And the basic legal rights are significant financially.  We had to spend a chunk of money in writing our wills to insure that our inheritance would go to the other and could not be challenged by family members.  If we had had children, we would have had to do the same thing to adopt the child to insure that custody would remain with one of us if the other died.  And right now facing retirement, I am not able to be on Anne’s health plan which means that I carry a hefty health care cost monthly.  And I won’t be able to receive Social Security survivor benefits like straight couples.
Harm to heterosexuals? I’ve never understood how letting more people marry undermines or harms marriage or those already married.  And if marriage is so great and so many people are worried about gay “promiscuity”, why wouldn’t you want to share marriage?  Can somebody explain what the harm is to anyone?

Procreation?  If we choose to, we can procreate quite well.  Most of the lesbians we know have children either from a previous marriage or birthed in their relationship.  And the same for gay dads.  Marriage can provide a stable, legal framework that protects these children and families.
But the bottom line is, what is the problem?  And if we look at Massachusetts or Canada which have had gay marriage for several years, has the sky fallen? Has the divorce rate gone up? Have children been abandoned in the streets?  No.
When we know people, it makes all the difference.   And we are all so fortunate to live in Seattle and to be part of the United Church of Christ where we have a chance know gay and lesbian couples as neighbors, co-workers, friends and family members.  Pastor Dan and his partner Sam right here in our church.  But we cannot sit comfortably in our city or our church.
We read about the legislation in Uganda that would make being a homosexual a capital crime and think how far away that is.  But the TeaParty people are proposing bringing back sodomy laws here which they say will “take care of the problem of gay marriage or gays in the military.”  These people are serious.  Hate crimes are serious and becoming more common against lgbt folks.
Romans:   “So do not let your good be spoken of as evil. . . . The one who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and has human approval.  Let us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual edification.”  No longer can we let our good be spoken of as evil.  Our very lives are at stake.
All we are asking for is a little love and justice for Valentines.  Just know that we stand together – not only to keep warm – but to be strong and protect each other.  I invite you all here to stand together for love and justice.  Because as Ecclesiastes says, a 3 fold cord is not easily broken.

In her poem, “The Low Road,” Marge Piercy sustains us.
What can they do

to you?  Whatever they want.

They can set you up, they can

Bust you, they can break your fingers, they can

Burn your brain with electricity, 

Blur you with drugs till you

Can’t walk, can’t remember, they can

Take your child, wall up

Your lover.  They can do anything

You can’t stop them 

From doing.  How can you stop

Them?  Alone, you can fight,

You can refuse, you can 
take what revenge you can

but they roll over you.
But two people fighting 

Back to back can cut through

A mob, a snake-dancing file

Can break a cordon, an army 

Can meet an army.

Two people can keep each other

Sane, can give support, conviction,

Love, massage, hope, sex.

Three people are a delegation,

A committee, a wedge.  With four

You can play bridge and start

An organization. With six

You  can rent a whole house,

Eat pie for dinner with no

Seconds, and hold a fund raising party.

A dozen make a demonstration,

A hundred fill a hall,

A thousand have solidarity and your own newsletter;

Ten thousand, power and your own paper;

A hundred thousand, your own media;

Ten million, your own country.

It goes on one at a time,

It starts when you care

To act, it starts when you do

It again after they said no,

It starts when you say We

And know who you mean, and each

Day you mean one more.

Let us pray.

God of grace and God of glory, on your people pour your power.  Grant us wisdom grant us courage, for the facing of this hour.

Amen

O god, who is still speaking among us.  Help us to listen to you.
Touch us, move us, inspire us, push and pull us with your good news.

O god who is still listening, hear our prayers to day.

We give thanks for our very lives and loves.  Remind us to be grateful for what we have.
For all who suffer the pain of injury or illness, bring healing.

For all who care for those in pain, bring strength.

For all whose stomachs are empty, help us to bring food and water.

For all who struggle with mental illness, bring healing and peace.

For all of us who confess our shortcomings this week, hold our feet to the fire and be merciful to us.

For all of us as we struggle with the recession and its impact on our families.  Strengthen us to support one another in these days.

For all who are in danger in their own homes today, surround them with your loving protection and help us to bring relief to their terror.

For all of our children.  Help us to bring them the good news of the gospel by showing them love and respect.

For the leaders of our nation. Soften their hearts and their words and remind them that they are called to do what is best for our country.

For all whom we have sent far away to fight in wars that we think we need.  Bring them back safely.

For the people of Haiti.  Help us to provide what they need to rebuild their homeland.  

O god who is still listening, hear all of our prayers and grant us your peace.

amen

