1st Sunday Lent 2020 Bilbrough and Rufforth

In 18 more weeks I will finally be able to sit, warm and comfortable in my study, and direct Karen around the parish in the knowledge that after her ordination as Priest she will now be able to preside at the Eucharist and at weddings. I said at interview that if I do my job correctly, in my eyes at least, then I’ll do myself out of a job, and with Karen’s ordination to the Priesthood that thought comes to fruition.
We are fortunate in our churches that people are still wanting to be married in the presence and with the blessing of God, and we have 6 marriages booked in already this year. A marriage is something within the church which a Priest is needed for, although almost all Christian traditions, and even Jews, accept that God was the first marriage celebrant. We heard at the end of the first reading from Genesis, and they are words you perhaps just scanned over without thinking too much about, we hear how Eve gave some of the forbidden fruit to her husband, not just to Adam, but to her husband, their marriage, it seems, had already taken place. Depending on your thoughts about Adam and Eve’s story, it’s not as if there were any other people on the earth to organize a marriage service for the two of them, except for God himself. 
I often say to couples all they need to do is to turn up on the day, I will find two witnesses and away they can go, no fuss, minimal worries and also minimal costs. Nobody has taken me up on this suggestion, yet, the smallest marriage I have been a part of was twelve people which included myself and the bride and groom, but legally we could get away with 5, the bride and groom, two witnesses and the Priest. 
In reality though, Adam and Eve had the simplest, the cheapest and the coolest wedding possible, God wed them, and He wed them through his creation of Eve. She is physically made from a part of Adam, and Adam was incomplete until she arrived.
After the creation of Eve, Adam says, “At last, this is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.” They didn’t need a ceremony to ask God to unify them; He had done this through Eve’s creation. 
God could have created Eve separately, in another garden, and given her a separate mission, but He didn’t. He created Adam and Eve together, placing them in the same garden, yes God tells them to be fruitful and multiply, but their close proximity was God’s recognition that it is not good for human’s to be alone. We are created to be in unity, none of us are meant to fight through life on our own. God, as a Trinitarian God, exists in a community, He exists as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. And since we’re created in His image and likeness, we should exist in community also.
A bishop, priest or deacon, carries out the sacraments and baptizes, confirms, gives communion, confers forgiveness, all of which requires the priest or deacon to say the words and a recipient answers. Marriage, however, is different. In marriage, the bride and the groom are the ministers and they conduct the marriage between each other. They say the words and in essence they marry themselves. The priest hears and witnesses the vows being said and the marriage is then blessed in the presence of God.
Marriage in biblical times was a much more private and often less formal matter without governmental oversight and intervention. Some biblical and historical accounts indicate that marriage was sometimes a simple matter of declaration and consummation, particularly in early Old Testament days. In that highly patriarchal setting, a man would choose a wife, take her into his tent for the night, and they were considered married at that point. By the time Jesus arrived, the Jews had developed a much more elaborate system of dowries, betrothal periods, feasts and ceremonies which were filled with symbolism and customs that celebrated both the physical and the spiritual union of the couple.
Despite the differences in marriages then and now, there is also a continuity of the most important aspect of the marriage agreement from biblical days until today. That is, marriage has always consisted of solemn vows made between two people in the sight of God that constitute a covenant or contract between the two intended to bind them together in love and mutual support for the remainder of their lives. In the church we take our direction from the bringing together of a man and a woman because of the marriage of Adam and Eve, but again depending on your interpretation of creation, this was the only option, after all they were the only people present.
So, while there is no indication in the text that God officiated a formal wedding ceremony as we would define it today, it is apparent that Adam and Eve were, none the less, husband and wife. And while ceremonial aspects of a Christian marriage are wonderfully symbolic of and point directly to our relationship with God and the church’s relationship with Christ, they are conventions of man, not prescriptions from God. There is no doubt, however, that God established marriage in scripture as a human institution and sanctioned the marriage of the first humans just as He sanctions the marriage of their descendants today.
The underlying and very important thought that we all have at this moment is whether a marriage can only be sanctified and blessed by God if it is between a man and a woman. Man and woman are needed for procreation, but they are not needed for a loving, blessed and fruitful union. The bible was written at a certain time, for a certain audience and to give a message for that time. We either agree or disagree with that fact for our benefit and understanding and believes on so many different issues, sometimes agreeing with what happened 2000 years ago, and at other times not agreeing. Who would still wish a new mother not to be able to come to church for 40 days after they gave birth, if that was the case we wouldn’t be baptising Casper, who is not yet a month old, later on in Rufforth. 
If we truly believe that the bible is a living document, and there is as much within it that is unsaid as is said, then the ongoing question of whether marriage is only to be between a man and a woman is one the church and its members need to be continually and seriously asking? The Methodist Church and many other Anglican churches have agreed to permit and celebrate same sex marriages, sadly, in my eyes, and the eyes of our PCC, the Church of England is still struggling with the concept, perhaps more so because of the pressures put upon them by the worldwide Anglican Church. 
As we heard in the well known passage from Matthew’s Gospel there are always people with their own views on what sort of relationship we have with God, and how God should direct our lives, so please let this Lent be a reminder of the simple hope of God that we love one another as he loves us, and that we form loving communities all around us, however and with whomever we wish to do that with.
