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A number of years ago a reporter asked the president of the Unitarian Universalist Association the Reverend William Sinkford where the Association stood on the issue of same sex marriage; Sinkford responded with a very simple statement “we stand on the side of love.” I love that response because it is so simple, so pure, and in my eyes so right. We stand on the side of love, of course, isn’t it obvious, we stand on the side of love, don’t all people? Some of you saw and read my column in the Connecticut Post yesterday and know that I believe love is one of those rare and treasured gifts life has to offer us, one of the joys, that we don’t get to plan for or choose, love tends to find us. And when something that miraculous happens in our lives who are we to make a judgment on that gift. And when that gift occurs in the life of another what right do we have to second guess it?
I officiated at a wedding here last night, and afterward I mentioned to the musician that this mornings service was going to celebrate love and committed relationships in celebration of the one year anniversary of the State of Connecticut’s having legal Civil Unions for same sex couples. He was surprised that a church would do a thing like that; he was even more surprised when I told him that a little more than a year ago the congregation had celebrated during a Sunday service the civil union of two of its members. I also told him that it was one of my proudest moments as a minister. I am proud to serve a congregation that really understands the meaning of love and commitment, and the importance of witnessing to that love, legally in a public context. What frightens me is that we live in a world where we are unusual. If we were the norm that musician would not have been surprised. We have rainbow flags in our building both here in the sanctuary and out in the entryway so that all people who enter our religious home will know that we welcome all people. We do not make distinctions about who is welcome here based on who you love. As the bumper sticker on my car reads we are all family and we all have value.

This is not always a popular position in the religious world. Denominations are being divided over the sexual orientation of their clergy, we Unitarian Universalist s have been ordaining openly gay and lesbian clergy since the early 1970’s, more than thirty years latter it is often hard to realize that other faiths are still struggling with these issues. They are struggling with these issues when we wish they were using their time and energy for more important things.
And yet, and still, they are struggling…struggling because of what they believe their faith teaches them be it a Rabbi, priest, imam or minister, they are struggling because of what they read in the Hebrew, Christian, and Islamic scriptures, they are struggling because this is not what they have seen before this is not what is familiar. And we are challenged, challenged to understand where they are coming from. We are challenged to speak to them in their own language about things that really matter to us, so that we can help others to understand that human beings are simply who they are, it is not our task to judge or condemn them for who they are and who they love or the lives they live, our job is to love all people as we would have them love us.

We live in a world in which the understanding of love and commitment are pretty tenuous at best. The divorce rate is outrageously high. Such a high divorce rate says to me people want to believe in commitment, they want to believe in love and they are willing to attempt it. It also tells me that they have absolutely no idea what it really means to make a commitment and stand by it. With out knowing what commitment really means they still want commitment they want the long term relationships but they don’t really get what it means to make a commitment and stand by it day after day year after year, good times and bad times. They do not understand that commitment means being real and honest, and that it is not easy, good healthy relationships are hard work and involve communication and lots of it, and communication involves both speaking and listening, and the most critical part is that the speaking and the listening are done with respect, and love.
In our media beleaguered world people have come to think that relationships are easy and glamorous, passionate and romantic. People forget that media is not real life. People tend not to understand that real lives, real people are not airbrushed, our blemishes show, our flaws are visible, we are real, authentic and we come with all kinds of quirks and irregularities that make each of us unique and special and when you find the one right person it is worth working to keep that relationship. 

Generally speaking people don’t understand the importance of living through the intensity and passion of new love and letting it grow and deepen in to something so much more powerful and meaningful and rich that your heart holds that other as golden treasure. Some people think that all love is about is the intensity and passion and when the first blush is gone it is gone, and they bail out of the relationship. Others feel that a good relationship is about someone catering to them, what they don’t understand is that good relationships take two people who can meet each others needs and change and grow over time, because non of us is stagnant. In truth it is more amazing that couples stay together than it is that there is such a high rate of divorce. Because good healthy long term committed and loving relationships require lots of give and take, and some people are only good at give, and others are only good at take and you have to be able to do both, and know when it is time for you to give, and time for you to take.

I am lucky enough to have waited to find the kind of love that would grow and deepen before I made a frivolous commitment that I could not stand by. Shortly before I started dating my husband someone had suggested I write down the characteristics of my ideal partner, and I did, not taking the process all that seriously at first, but realizing as I went along that I was shaping my own understanding as I wrote. This was not a list of physical attributes it was a list of characteristics, ways of being in the world. I was 36 years old had recently lost both my parents and was looking for a rock who would understand life.
We dated for a month before telling his children, and the church where I was minister; we dated for four months before getting engaged. We spent a year planning our wedding and made sure that his children were involved in almost every stage of the planning. Two days before our wedding his younger son got sick, very sick, after hours in an emergency room and no information my fiancé and his child were sent to another hospital. I met them at the second hospital where more tests were done, and late at night sitting around a big table the doctor told us that this little boy had cancer. They didn’t know what kind of cancer but they would do surgery in the morning, and would be able to tell us more after that.
My fiancé went home that night to tell his parents and his other son what the doctors had told us. I, not yet a mother, spent the night in the hospital with a child resting against my chest…when his breathing became more labored they moved us into the intensive care unit, and all night I held that child as he struggled to breath, and as they tried to get intravenous lines into him.

And in the morning my fiancé came back to the hospital to sit with his son before surgery while I went to our wedding rehearsal alone. My beloved sat in the hospital while his baby had surgery, and after he came out heavily sedated with more tubes than I can explain going in and out all over his body. That night at the rehearsal dinner we told many more of our family and friends that my fiancés son would not be attending the wedding because he was in the hospital with cancer. That night after our guests had left we returned to the hospital and the doctor had us sit down again at that big table and he told us the cancer was leukemia. We slept only four hours that night, and in the morning surrounded by our friends and family we were married. That afternoon we watched our son through the glass of the intensive care unit, the doctors were afraid our child would pull out the tubes if he heard our voices in his heavily sedated state.
When people heard our story they were surprised that I had gone through with the wedding. The first time I was surprised, the second time I was stunned, and then it happened again and again and I couldn’t believe it. I had made a commitment to marry the man that I loved, to share our lives. I knew he had two children and that with marriage they would be our children both for good and for bad. I kept wondering if people would have been so surprised if his diagnosis came 48 hours after the wedding instead of 48 hours before it.
For me love and commitment meant in the good times and the bad, and in sickness and health meant for us and for our extended families. None of us is an island completely cut off from all others, we are part of various societal groupings of family, friends, coworkers, community and so on, what impacts us impacts others.  
Today our child is healthy, and we are a family, eleven years to the day after my husband lost his first wife and our boys lost their mother, I was awarded co-guardianship of our children. We are a family, united by marriage, strengthened by trials and travails and bonded ever more deeply by each obstacle we have overcome together. Our love is deep and abiding and we are committed to one another, because we understand and know that love is a gift, and we are standing on the side of love. Amen

RENEWAL OF VOWS:
Invite Couples to come forward.

Couples, please face each other and hold hands. Look at your partners hands, so you may see the gift that they are to you.  These are the hands of your best friend, the hands that held yours on your wedding day, the day that your lives were united, as you made promises to love each other all the days of your lives.  These are the hands that have and continue to work along side yours, as together you have been building your future, as you have laughed and cried, as you have shared your innermost secrets and dreams.  These are the hands that have and continue to passionately love you and tenderly cherish you through the years.  These are the hands that countless times wipe the tears from your eyes; tears of sorrow and tears of joy.  These are the hands that comfort you in illness, and hold you when fear or grief wracks your mind.  These are the hands that tenderly lift your chin and brush your cheek as they raise your face to look into each others eyes; eyes that are filled completely with love.  These are the hands that give you support as you are encouraged to chase down your dreams.  Together you are a team, offering strength to one another, may you always see these hands as healers, protectors, shelter, and guide.  

The real heart of the wedding celebration is the exchange of vows – the promise, the commitment each partner makes to the other. In renewing your vows today you are renewing your covenant and recommitting yourselves to one another. We are grateful to be witnesses to your on going love and commitment. 

Couples please hold hands and face one another for the renewal of your vows.

Do you promise to express your love for one another in all ways possible; to share in each others pleasure and pain? Do you promise to help and comfort one another; to trust and to be deserving of trust in return? Do you promise with your heart, and with your mind, and with your body that you will honor and cherish your partner all the days of your life as if each day were the first day of your love? 
 (If so please say I do)

In recognition of your renewed vows I invite each couple to seal their covenant with a kiss
Reading from St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians
 First Corinthians 13:1-13

If I speaks in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things endures all things.

Love never ends. But as for prophesies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part,; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see                          face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. And now faith’ hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

PAGE  
1
Standing on the Side of Love


