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http://www.st-giles-church.org 

http://www.parishes.oxford.anglican.org/oxford-stmargaret/ 

 

Vicar: Revd. Dr. Andrew Bunch, 

 The Vicarage, Church Walk, Oxford OX2 6LY         510460 

Curate: Revd. Georgie Simpson, 

 10 Woodstock Road, Oxford, OX2 6HT                     512319 

Non-stipendiary:  Revd. Michael Screech, 5 Swanston Field, 

 Whitchurch-on-Thames, Reading, RG8 7HP            01189 842513 

Lay Ministers: 

David Longrigg, 23 Norham Rd, Oxford OX2 6SF 557879 

Margaret Hollis, 63 Bainton Rd, Oxford, OX2 7AG 515363 
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Benefice secretary: Anne Dutton  311198 

 secretary@st-giles-church.org 
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Benefice Magazine Editor: 

Alice Keller,  alice.keller@hotmail.co.uk 

8 Rowland Hill Court, Osney Lane, Oxford, OX1 1LE   240886 

  

The parish magazine aims to provide an opportunity for us to exchange 

ideas and to share our experience of the Christian life. Publication date is 

noted below. Please send the editor articles, drawings, book reviews, or 

parish news. The editor is especially grateful for material which has no 

particular sell-by date and for copy sent by email attachment. 

Recommended length of articles: invited articles max 1,100 words (3 

pages); all other contributions max 700 words (2 pages).  

 

Deadline for submissions for August issue:  

Wednesday, 25 July, 5pm (for distribution Sunday, 29 July). 
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Dear Friends,      July 2007 

In 2002 it appeared that marriage had gone completely out of fashion in 

this Benefice. There had been a sharp down-turn in the number of 

couples who wanted to get married after the heady days around the 

millennium. In 1999 we had had seven marriages or wedding blessings, 

in 2000 it was five, in 2001 three and then in 2002 it was only one. What 

has been surprising is that from 2002, there seems to have been a slow 

and gradual resurgence of interest in getting married in church, at least 

as far as this Benefice is concerned. Last year we had six weddings or 

wedding blessings and this year we already have five scheduled in. 

 

However, as I am married to a statistician, I am always getting into 

trouble about making generalisations from a very small sample. But it 

does appear to me that marriage is once again coming back into fashion 

and that people are deliberately choosing to get married in church, 

despite the wealth of other venues now on offer. This may not be a 

national phenomenon as yet, but perhaps North Oxford is setting the 

trend. 

 

Preparing people for marriage is one of the many enjoyable aspects of 

life as a parish priest. Although it would be very difficult to dissuade 

people from getting married by the time they come to me to ñbook their 

weddingò, it is pleasantly surprising how receptive couples are to the 

churchôs teaching on marriage. They may have read through the text of 

the marriage service, yet not appreciated the significance of the various 

stages in the service. 

 

At the very outset of a marriage service, a sentence from one of Johnôs 

epistles is read out. ñGod is love, and those who live in love live in God 

and God lives in them.ò (1 John 4:16). Yes, it may be obvious that the 

meaning of marriage is all about love, but how often do we fail to see 

that by growing in love, we are discovering for ourselves more and more 

about the nature of God. As long as people strive to develop their 

relationship of loveéthey will grow in their understanding of God. That 

is why I am always pleased to marry couples, even if their connection 

with the church at that stage of their life is rather tenuous. 
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But for a marriage to work, it has to be undertaken by both parties as an 

act of their own free-will, with no coercion at all. That is the reason why 

when the couple are asked whether they will take the other to be their 

partner for life, the response they give cannot be prompted by the priest. 

If they donôt say ñI willò, then that is where the marriage service stops. 

By saying ñI willò, they are placing their lives in the hands of their 

partner, quite literally making the ultimate gift of themselves to their 

partner. This gift is made without precondition ï it is the ultimate gift of 

love and trust. 

 

In the marriage service of today, both parties use exactly the same words 

for the vows that they take. Gone is the option of the woman obeying 

and the man worshipping as in the days of the Alternative Service Book. 

Yet people often donôt realise that although the words are the same, the 

understanding that lies behind the words is rarely, if ever, the same for 

the husband and wife. We all understand the sentiment expressed 

differently because of our different outlooks on life. Perhaps, life would 

be much simpler if a phrase meant the same thing to everyone, but life as 

a parish priest has taught me that the differences in meaning help us to 

grow in understanding ifé we are committed to work at understanding 

each other. 

 

One of the other surprising things that the couple discover at the vows is 

the major difference there is between liking and loving. It comes out 

when they are asked which of the options they want out of ñhealth or 

sicknessò, ñfor better, for worseò, ñricher or poorerò. Generally people 

say that they are looking forward to health, better and richer times ï that 

is what they desire. Then when they are asked ñand which option will 

teach you most about love?ò the penny drops! Love matures through 

being tested. Yes, the good times are needed but the bad times often 

prove to be the motive for growth. 

 

When couples come to be prepared for marriage, they might think that 

their marriage is just something for themselves and maybe their friends 

and family. Yet the Christian understanding of marriage sees that there 
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is a much greater significance. Quite simply, a good working marriage is 

a transforming relationship for the whole of society. This aspect of a 

marriage is touched on by one of the prayers which is frequently 

included in the marriage service. It is: 

Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, 

who shared at Nazareth the life of an earthly home: 

reign in the home of these your servants as Lord and King; 

give them grace to minister to others as you have ministered to them, 

and grant that by deed and word 

they may be witnesses of your saving love 

to those among whom they live; 

for the sake of your holy name. 

Amen.  

 

Yes, there is a wealth of meaning which lies behind the words of a 

marriage service in Church. It is good that marriage in Church is coming 

back into fashion ï letôs hope that it is a growing trend. Although it does 

mean that at this time of the year, most Saturdays are taken up in either 

preparing people for marriage or conducting marriage services ï I 

wouldnôt want it otherwise. 

 

With love, Andrew.  
 
 

Shared parish lunch 2007   
This year the annual St Giles shared lunch will be in the Vicarage on 

Sunday 8th July from about 12.15 onwards; in the garden if fine.  

Please would people intending to bring items for the lunch indicate 

on the sheet at the back of the church what sort of dish they will 

bring and for how many or notify the same to Catherine Hilliard.     
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This month the Church Magazine is focussing on the subject of 
ôMarriageõ. We remember weddings as  joyous friend & family events , 
but marriage is more than that!  The article s bring together  different 
aspects of marriage, covering issues relating to  cultures, societies 

and generations.  

Custom and C eremony: thoughts on a marriage service  

By Catherine Hilliard  

 

p. 7 

The Orthodox View of M arriage  

By Margaret Hollis  

 

p. 10  

Church of Englandõs View on Marriage and Divorce in 
England  

By David Longrigg  

 

p. 13  

Civil Partnerships and Holy Matrimony  

By Martin Henig  

 

p.  15  

 

Custom and Ceremony: thoughts on a marriage service 
By Catherine Hilliard 

 
If I had written this piece several months ago when I was first asked, I 

would have written something perhaps more abstract and general. But 

last month my niece was married in Toronto and several things were 

brought home to me afresh. 

 

The grammar of describing this process is complex: one can say ñmy 

niece marriedò or ñmy niece was marriedò: the verb is used 

interchangeably as active and passive and ambiguously intransitive or 

transitive, as in the old music hall song where the punchline is a pun 

ñCanôt get away to marry you today ï my wife wonôt let meò. And the 

symbolism of the ceremony is multi-layered, though not ambiguous. 

 

The institution of marriage has changed over the centuries to 

accommodate medical changes in longevity and death in childbirth, 

social emphases on gender and financial responsibility, but the marriage 



 8 

service itself continues to be flexible enough to accommodate these and 

to formalize random individual elements. The ideal modern service 

might be described as a small but perfectly-formed concert during which 

two people make each other a formal promise. This well describes the 

civil ceremony in which my niece Amy married/was married to Colin. 

 

They wrote it themselves with great care and the help of the officiant, or 

Registrarôs assistant. The core of the service ï the vows ï were taken 

from the Book of Common Prayer: even for non-believers Cranmerôs 

formulation seems to constitute the most serious manner of expressing a 

serious matter. But the rest was according to their own personal tastes. 

What emerged with moving clarity was the sense that unlike birth and 

death, marriage requires a decision. Amy and Colin are in their mid-

thirties and secure in their respective professions. They could have 

chosen not to marry. Many couples these days do so choose, and their 

unions are not necessarily more transient or superficial than those who 

marry, or who marry in church.  

 

They chose readings and music which were important to them. The 

various people who officiated as bridesmaids or groomsmen or readers 

of poems were acknowledged as people who had been formative or 

supportive influences and had helped to make them the people they now 

are who on a Saturday spring afternoon in Toronto committed 

themselves to each other. 

 

Amyôs parents divorced when she was a small child and her relations 

with her father had often been strained. She brought this to a close by 

walking up the aisle between him and the stepfather who had brought 

her up: at the rail she kissed them both and turned to face her 

bridegroom. Similarly at her wedding, my daughter asked her younger 

brother to give her away as a sign that they were now grown up and had 

put away childish sibling things. 

 

The exchange of vows is a hinge moment. From one another the couple 

receive an assurance for the future and offer a hostage to fortune. 

Whatever the future holds, it holds for them both.  
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Alison Lurie described this 

moment, with her usual acid-

drop wit, as ñtwo people 

closely intertwined stepping 

out of a plane in mid-air, each 

convinced that the other is a 

parachuteò.  

 

The presence of the congregation is a crucial element. The officiant 

made this clear to a congregation which knew that the bridal couple had 

been living together for the past year, saying ñAnd now Amy and Colin, 

who have already committed themselves to one another, make this 

commitment in publicò. They are all witnesses, representing the social 

fabric into which the marriage is woven and whose own continuing 

health is ensured by stable family lives. 

 

Medieval marriage law, and later Scottish marriage law, did not need a 

priest but only the witnessed promise to make a marriage legally valid. 

Then the officiant announces ñBy the authority vested in me by the 

Province of Ontario, I now pronounce you husband and wifeò. I found 

myself wondering how this sounds to the several couples in the 

congregation living in stable unmarried bliss, and also, since same-sex 

civil partnerships have been legal in Canada for longer than here, to the 

two openly gay couples present. 

 

Not all marriages are happy or successful. The experience of living 

closely with another person can be threatening as well as supportive. 

The coming of children can constitute a joy or an extra strain, and in 

both parties potential which each may not have been aware of may be 

brought out by events. But the ceremony, whether civil or religious, 

embodies the human desire to take charge of oneôs life and to make 

something of it in the company of another human being, sharing what 

one is and has. This is always a hugely moving sight ï and explains why 

the most surprising people are seen to weep at weddings. 
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The Orthodox View of Marriage 
By Margaret Hollis 

 

 

The attitude to marriage in the Western Church has not always been very 

positive.  This is probably because most of the people who wrote on the 

subject were celibate clergy, and they were much influenced by St 

Augustine, who had no high view of the state.  He regarded marriage as, 

at best, a means of protecting people from over-indulgence is sex.  He 

considered that Original Sin was passed from parent to child in the act of 

generation, therefore the less we had of that the better.  Even after the 

Reformation, when the clergy were restored to their apostolic state of 

freedom to marry, churchmen were not totally convinced that marriage 

was a good thing.  Martin Luther, who married a former nun, confessed 

to a friend that he had done so mainly to keep his ñlower natureò under 

control.  The Book of Common Prayer takes a similar dim view, stating 

that marriage is primarily to keep us from sin, then it is useful for the 

rearing of children, and only finally is it conceded that marriage helps to 

make people happy. 

 

The Eastern Church has, on the whole, been more welcoming.  It 

accepted that some people are called to the celibate life as monks or 

nuns, but many more are called to marry and raise children.  Neither 

vocation is superior to the other.  Many early Fathers, particularly St 

John Chrysostom, write in glowing terms of the married state.  He 

speaks positively of the physical joys of marriage, but emphasises the 

spiritual benefits to both partners as they live out the Christian life 

together.  The spiritual aspect, however, has two facets. 

  

When a couple is married in an Orthodox church, crowns are held above 

their heads during one part of the ceremony. The crowns stand for the 

joy of bride and groom who are king and queen for the day, but they are 

also martyrsô crowns, indicating the nature of the life into which the 

couple is entering. 
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In the Celtic church, which of course was influenced by missionaries 

from the undivided church in the eastern Roman Empire, three kinds of 

martyrdom are recognised.  First is the red martyrdom, which means the 

shedding of oneôs blood for the sake of the Faith.  Then there is the 

white martyrdom, when the believer chooses exile from his homeland in 

order to become a wandering preacher of the Gospel.  Lastly we have 

the green martyrdom, in which the Christian is called to take up his cross 

daily, to deny self in order to attain to the likeness of Christ.  This is the 

sort of martyrdom which we find in marriage.  Opportunities for such 

martyrdom are certainly to be found in any walk of life whether you are 

married or single, but marriage provides more of them.  Living 

constantly alongside another person, getting to know and understand 

him/her, adapting yourself to different needs and wants - all this 

demands a sacrifice of self, especially if up till then you have been 

entirely in charge of your own life.  When difficulties arise, as they do 

sooner or later, you must remember that you are no longer one 

individual, but one flesh with your partner.  It can be quite an acute form 

of martyrdom to defer to the partner and not always insist on having 

your own way! 

 

If the difficulties become insurmountable, the Orthodox Church permits 

divorce, certainly once, even twice in exceptional circumstances.  Our 

Lordôs compassion for human frailty has been preferred over his 

disapproval of divorce as his contemporaries practised it. 

 

As more people are choosing not to marry but to live in partnership, the 

Church needs to work on a positive theology of the married state.  I have 

heard it described as ñan instrument of salvationò, meaning that God 

gives husband and wife to each other to that they can help one another 

be the person God wants them to be.  We could learn much from the 

Orthodox here, particularly from the 20
th
 century lay theologian Paul 

Evdokimov.  He has a very high view of marriage, seeing it as an earthly 

institution patterned on the Holy Trinity.  But we could also look to our 

own Anglican theologians and adapt for marriage some of their words 

on the Christian life in general.   
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I think of George Herbert: 
Teach me, my God and King, 

In all things thee to see; 

And what I do in any thing (especially in the marriage relationship) 

To do it as for thee. 

 

We also have John Keble: 
The daily round, the common task 

Should furnish all we ought to ask; 

Room to deny ourselves, a road 
To bring us daily nearer God. 

 

We might even adapt the words of St Benedict about life in the 

monastery:  ñWe propose to establish é a school of the Lordôs service 

é through the continual practice of monastic observance and the life of 

faith, our hearts are opened wide, and the way of Godôs commandments 

is run in a sweetness of love that is beyond words.  Let us then never 

withdraw from discipleship to him, but persevering in his teachings in 

the monastery till death, let us share the sufferings of Christ through 

patience, and so deserve also to share in his kingdom.ò  What better 

description could you have of Christian marriage? 
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Church of Englandôs View on Marriage and Divorce in 

England 
 By David Longrigg 

 

In the Book of Common Prayer, Holy Matrimony óis an honourable 

estate, instituted by God in the time of manôs innocence, signifying unto 

us the mystical union that is between Christ and his Churchô. Marriage 

is sacramental in character, but Article XXX states that marriage and 

other matters óare not to be counted for Sacraments of the Gospel, for 

that they have not any visible sign of ceremony ordained by Godô. The 

two sacraments in the Thirty-nine Articles are óBaptism and the Supper 

of the Lordô; but the modern view of marriage does see marriage as a 

sacrament of Godôs love. Both parties prior to the marriage have, of 

course, entered upon the contract for marriage. But the marriage may be 

declared void if one of the parties is already married, if the couple are 

not male or female respectively, if they are within the table of kindred 

and affinity in the Book of Common Prayer, where the ceremony of 

marriage is defective, or merely a mock ceremony, if they are too young, 

or there are faults such as impotence, mental disorder, venereal disease, 

pregnancy by another man, or non-consummation. 

 

Every resident in the parish has the right to be married in his parish 

church, even if they have only been living in the parish for as little as 

fifteen days and have never set foot in the church before. The minister 

has a duty to solemnize the marriage of his parishioners in his church, 

but if a minister has no wish to solemnize the marriage himself, it is his 

responsibility to find another minister to take his place. It is usual for the 

marriage to take place after the banns have been read out three times by 

a clergyman on three Sundays, although marriages can be licensed by 

means of a special licence issued on the authority of the chancellor of 

the diocese, thus dispensing with banns, or by a common licence granted 

by the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

 

For centuries church and state were at one over the nature of marriage, 

for the state simply followed western Canon Law. The state implied that 

marriage was a change in status; but the church maintained that the 
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result of a marriage was something more than status, the ómarriage is a 

God made thing which man alone cannot alter. God alone can bring it 

into beingô. Status, it seemed, depended on the will of the state, and 

consequently status can be changed by the state. So when the state 

introduced the more modern form of divorce in the nineteenth century 

into the secular law in England, the views of church and state diverged. 

The state said divorced people were free to marry again, but the church 

maintained that a second union, which took place while the divorced 

spouse was still alive, was not theologically a marriage and a church 

marriage service could not be used. Thus an ordained minister, although 

legally bound to marry those in his parish, is relieved of this obligation 

in the case where there has been a divorce and a former partner of one or 

both parties is still living.  

 

 
Some facts and figures  

  
Marriages, United Kingdom, 1950 ï 2005 

National Statistics, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/ 
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Recently, however, the General Synod has relaxed some of these rules or 

disciplines. The church recognises as fully as does the state the validity 

of marriages in registry offices or in accordance with the requirements of 

other religious bodies. Any marriage that has taken place outside the 

church can be blessed inside an Anglican church. If the bishop permits 

it, it is not now essential for either of the party to have been baptised, 

and as regards the remarriage in church of those who have been 

divorced, this too can take place. Marriages of mixed faiths can also take 

place inside an Anglican church. The law of England lays down strict 

requirements for the celebration of a valid marriage and the church 

requires compliance with this temporal law before she will recognise a 

marriage as canonically valid. The ministers of the church, in their 

capacity as following the legal requirements and as being marriage-

officers of the state, have a large responsibility for validating the 

ceremony of marriage. 

 

 

Civil Partnerships and Holy Matrimony                                       

By Martin Henig 

 

óHere we are, you and I, and I hope a third, Christ, is in our midstô. With 

these words Aelred of Rievaulx, the great 12
th
 century English 

Cistercian began his Spiritual Friendship (Cistercian Publications, 

1977), which is still a wonderful guide to friendship between individuals 

within the context of the love of God. It is true that he would never have 

thought of the intense affection between brothers as constituting what 

we call homosexual or (colloquially) gay relationships. Nevertheless 

there are no firm boundary-lines between Aelredôs vision which draws 

on his (and our) exemplarôs great command to ólove one anotherô (St 

John 16,12) and the ópermanent, faithful, stable Christian same-sex 

partnershipsô which is the subject, as well as the title, of Jeffrey Johnôs 

book (1993, new edition 2000). 

 

Since the publication of that book the State has instituted the concept of 

Civil Partnerships which has given the same legal rights and obligations 

to same sex couples as to married heterosexuals. The creation of these 
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partnerships is a matter of justice, and a far cry from the position in the 

fairly recent past when male homosexuals were often jailed for their 

sexuality. Prejudices, alas, change slowly and in some communities 

lesbians (named from the isle of Lesbos, home of Sappho, the foremost 

lyric poet of Archaic Greece) as well as male gays face discrimination 

and abuse, some of it orchestrated by so-called óChristianô groups. And 

there is one hint of discrimination still lurking in the legislation. Why 

can a man and a woman be ómarriedô and two women, two men merely 

enter in to a ópartnershipô? For me, as a Christian, what constitutes 

marriage should be an oath which the couple makes before All-seeing 

God and the blessing of the Church, and thus all civil ceremonies should 

be Partnerships. 

 

What of Christian marriage or Holy Matrimony? I write as a gay 

Christian who believes that a personôs sexuality is a gift from God, like 

other gifts such as intelligence or good looks or physical prowess. I used 

to wear a badge proclaiming I was óGlad to be Gayô, and I am certain 

that my sexuality has taught me a great deal about the nature of love, 

about gentleness, about the qualities within us which is most Christ-like. 

Of course, that is in no way to deny that heterosexual relationships are 

equally rewarding, but we are considering different experiences, not 

trying to rank one sort as superior/inferior to the other.  

 

For me the most satisfying texts revealing the awesome sacramental 

nature of love apart from Aelredôs book and the heart-searing lament in 

2 Samuel,19-27, which reveals the almost Hellenic love of David for 

Jonathan, are those of Plato, which are largely concerned with 

homosexual love. Aelred, incidentally, drew a great deal from Plato via 

Cicero; that is hardly surprising because in their understanding of the 

divine nature of true love Platoôs Phaedrus and Symposium are almost 

Christian before their time, and seem to me more worthy of serious 

attention than some of the more anthropological texts with their odd 

taboos in the Old Testament which seem to limit the range of sexuality.  

 

The one early Biblical text that does ring true for me is Genesis 3, 9-11; 

the sin of Adam and Eve was in trying to hide their sexuality from God. 


