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“AN ABSURD PROMISE”
JOHN 2:1-11

THIS PAST FRIDAY SEPTEMBER 5, ROWENA AND

I CELEBRATED OUR 32ND WEDDING ANNIVERSARY,
TO SOME OF YOU HERE THIS MORNING OR LISTEN-
ING ON THE RADIO, THIRTY-TWO YEARS OF
MARRIAGE IS ONLY AVERAGE. EACH YEAR WE
HAVE A NUMBER OF 50TH WEDDING ANNIVERSARY
CELEBRATIONS IN THIS CHURCH AND SOME MORE

THAN THAT. A FEW YEARS AGO, FOR EXAMPLE,
I WAS PRIVILEGED TO ATTEND A /0OTH WEDDING

ANNIVERSARY FOR TWO OF OUR CHURCH MEMBERS,
IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL OCCASION, NOT JUST BE-
CAUSE THEY HAD BEEN MARRIED FOR /0 YEARS.,
BUT BECAUSE OF THE AFFECTION, CARE AND
TENDERNESS THEY STILL FELT AND EXPRESSED
FOR EACH OTHER. THE OLDER THEY GREW, THE
MORE ACHES AND PAINS THEY HAD AND THEY CAME
TO KNOW THE FULL MEANING OF THE PROMISE--
IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH,

SO 32 YEARS OF MARRIAGE IS NOTHING SPECIAL
IN TERMS OF NUMBERS. WE CANNOT MEASURE

THE QUALITY OR HAPPINESS OF A MARRIAGE IN
TERMS OF QUANTITY. BUT THESE 32 YEARS HAVE
BEEN VERY SPECIAL TO ROWENA AND ME, AND TO
OUR CHILDREN, AND I THINK WE HAVE LEARNED

SOME THINGS ABOUT OUR SELVES AND ABOUT
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MARRIAGE BECAUSE OF BEING TOGETHER THAT
LONG AND ['LL TELL YOU WHAT SOME OF THOSE

THINGS ARE A LITTLE LATER,

BUT FIRST SOME WORDS TO THOSE OF YOU

WHO ARE LISTENING AND WHO ARE SINGLE,

MAYBE YOU'’VE NEVER BEEN MARRIED AND DO NOT
CHOOSE TO BE, OR PERHAPS YOU ARE DIVORCED,
OR YOUR SPOUSE HAS DIED. CLEARLY, MARRIAGE
IS NOT THE ONLY WAY TO ORDER A LIFE,

MANY INDIVIDUALS CAN AND DO LIVE HAPPY,
FULFILLING AND USEFUL LIVES WITHOUT

MARRIAGE. THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN PERSONS
WHO HAVE CHOSEN NO O MARRY AT ALL OR

TO MARRY MUCH LATER IN LIFE.

AS FAR AS THE CHRISTIAN FAITH IS CONCERNED,
BEING SINGLE AND REMAINING SO IS AS MUCH

A NATURAL STATE FOR INDIVIDUALS AS BEING
MARRIED. BOTH JESUS AND THE APOSTLE

PAUL REMAINED SINGLE AS FAR AS WE KNOW.
EACH PERSON, MALE OR FEMALE IS CREATED

A SINGLE UNIQUE HUMAN BEING AND WE DO

NOT NEED MARRIAGE TO COMPLETE OURSELVES.

AT THE SAME TIME AS FAR AS OUR CHRISTIAN
FAITH IS CONCERNED, WE BELIEVE GOD CAN

BLESS US IN OUR MARRIAGE, JUST AS WE CAN
BE BLESSED IN BEING OR REMAINING SINGLE.

IN THE STORY READ THIS MORNING FROM THE
GoSPEL OF JOHN, JESUS WAS INVITED WITH
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HIS DISCIPLES TO A WEDDING AT CANA IN
GALILEE. JESUS GAVE HIS BLESSING TO
MARRIAGE AS ONE WAY OF LIVING IN GOD'’S
WORLD. MARRIAGE, IN THE BEST SENSE OF THE
WORD ACCORDING TO OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH, IS
THE ORDERING OF THE HUMAN LOVE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN A MAN AND A WOMAN WHO DEEPLY CARE
FOR EACH OTHER., IT IS A COMMITMENT TO ONE
ANOTHER FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE,

THIS MEANS THAT AT THE HEART OF ALL

MARRIAGES IS A PROMISE. AND WHEN IN-

DIVIDUALS MAKE A LIFE-LONG PROMISE TO ONE
ANOTHER WE SEEM TO INTUITLVELY KNOW THAT

THERE IS SOMETHING SACRED ABOUT THAT.

MANY COUPLES COME TO A CHURCH TO BE MARRIED
EVEN WHEN THEY ARE NOT MEMBERS OF A CHURCH
AND DO NOT THINK OF THEMSELVES AS BEING
ESPECIALLY RELIGIOUS. THEY COME TO BE
MARRIED IN A RELIGIOUS CEREMONY BECAUSE
THEY HAVE A DEEP, THOUGH INARTICULATE
SUSPICION THAT MARRIAGE HAS SOME SPECIAL.
ETERNAL, THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE BECAUSE
OF THE PROMISES AND BECAUSE CHILDREN MAY
BE BORN INTO THAT NEW FAMILY. TAKE AWAY
ALL THE FLUFF FROM A MARRIAGE CEREMONY.,
PROCESSIONALS, MUSIC, FLOWERS, PRAYERS

AND ALL THE REST AND WHAT WE ARE LEFT WITH

IS A PROMISE UTTERED ALOUD BEFORE WIT-
NESSES. AT THE CENTER OF EVERY MARRIAGE
CEREMONY IS A PROMISE, AND ON THE FACE OF
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IT, IT SEEMS LIKE AN ABSURD PROMISE, TWO
PEOPLE WHO HAVE ONLY A PARTIAL KNOWLEDGE
AND UNDERSTANDING OF ONE ANOTHER AND
SOMETIMES HAVE IMPOSSIBLE EXPECTATIONS OF
WHAT THE MARRIAGE WILL DO FOR EACH, STAND
UP AND MAKE THE INCREDEBLE PROMISE THAT
THEY WILL LOVE AND SUSTAIN EACH OTHER IN
MARRIAGE FROM THIS DAY FORWARD, IN SICK-
NESS AND IN HEALTH, IN PLENTY AND IN
WANT, IN JOY AND IN SORROW, AS LONG AS
THEY BOTH SHALL LIVE,

TO SOME PEOPLE THIS SEEMS LIKE AN ALMOST
MAD AND RISKY THING TO DO, AND IT IS A

RISK., ALL PROMISE MAKING IS A RISK BE-
CAUSE EACH ONE OF US IS IMPERFECT AND WE
HAVE TROUBLE KEEPING PROMISES., YET I
WOULD SUGGEST THAT THE RISK OF THE PROMISE
IS THE ROMANCE OF IT. WITHOUT RISK, THERE
IS NO BEAUTY OR STRENGTH OR GOODNESS., IT
DOESN'T TAKE ANY COURAGE TO SAY TO SOME-
ONE, "I WILL STAY WITH YOU AS LONG AS I
FEEL LIKE IT.”

AND SINCE WE LIVE IN AN INTER-DEPENDENT
AND CONNECTED WORLD, NO PROMISE IS PURELY
PERSONAL OR INDIVIDUAL. EVERY PROMISE
HAS SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES.
KEEPING A PROMISE BUILDS HUMAN SOCIETY;

BREAKING A PROMISE CONTRIBUTES TO SOCIAL
DISINTEGRATION, So THE CHURCH IN MARRIAGE
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ASKS THAT THE PROMISES OF MARRIAGE BE SAID
ALOUD. THE CEREMONY TAKES PLACE BEFORE
GOD AND THESE WITNESSES.” To0O MUCH IS

AT STAKE TO LEAVE MARRIAGE TO PRIVATE
CONSCIENCE OR ROMANTIC NOTIONS.,

SO 52 YEARS AGO, MY WIFE AND I MADE OUR
PROMISES TO EACH OTHER IN A CHRISTIAN
PUBLIC MARRIAGE CEREMONY. THIS PAST WEEK-

END, OUR TWO MARRIED DAUGHTERS AND THEIR
HUSBANDS WERE OUR GUESTS OVER THE LABOR-

DAY WEEKEND. I TOLD THEM THAT I PLANNED

TO DO A SERMON ON MARRIAGE THIS SUNDAY
BECAUSE OF ITS NEARNESS TO OUR WEDDING

ANNIVERSARY. THEN I ASKED THEM WHAT THEY
WOULD SAY IF EACH OF THEM HAD THE ASSIGN-
MENT TO GIVE A SPEECH AND DESCRIBE OUR

MARRIAGE. THIS GOT US INTO A GOOD FAMILY

DISCUSSION ON THE JOYS AND PAINS OF BEING
MARRIED, I'LL NOT TELL YOU ALL THEY SAID

IN DESCRIBING OUR MARRIAGE AS THEY HAD
EXPERIENCED IT GROWING UP--BUT OVERALL IT
WAS VERY POSITIVE, AND THEY FELT IT PRO-
VIDED A GOOD MODEL FOR THEIR OWN MARRIAGES,

WHAT THEY WANTED TO KNOW FROM US WAS SOME
OF THE THINGS WE HAD LEARNED ABOUT

MARRIAGE BY BEING MARRIED HAPPILY FOR 32
YEARS WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF THE CHRISTIAN

FAITH. HERE THEN ARE SOME OF THOSE THINGS
WE HAVE LEARNED, AND ARE STILL LEARNING,
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1, FIRST, WE HAVE LEARNED THAT MARRIAGE

IS NOT MEANT TO BE EVERYTHING AND CANNOT
BE EVERYTHING., MARRIAGE IS NOT GOD., I
CANNOT BE EVERYTHING TO MY WIFE AND SHE
CANNOT BE EVERYTHING TO ME., TO PUT IT
ANOTHER WAY--ALL OF LIFE’S MEANING AND
PURPOSE IS NOT TO BE FOUND IN MARRIAGE,

I SAY THIS BECAUSE I'M CONVINCED THAT ONE
SOURCE OF CONTEMPORARY FRUSTRATION WITH
MARRIAGE FOR MANY PEOPLE IS THE ATTEMPT
ON THE PART OF MANY COUPLES TO MAKE

MARRIAGE DO EVERYTHING FOR THEM., THEY
WANT MARRIAGE TO BE THEIR GOD AND SAVIOR,

THESE HIGH EXPECTATIONS BEGIN TO BLOOM

IN THE STEAMY CLIMATE OF OUR ADOLESENCE,
WHEN TENDERNESS AND SEXUAL PASSION CONVERGE,
WHEN WE FALL IN LOVE WITH SOMEONE WHO
EMBODIES FOR US (WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM
LOVE'S BLINDNESS) THE PERFECT FULFILLMENT
OF EVERY HUMAN DESIRE, WE HAVE THEN A
"YOU-ARE-MY-EVERYTHING, I CAN'T LIVE-
WITHOUT-YOU PASSION,"”

AS MOST OF YOU KNOW, WE DO MANY WEDDINGS
IN THIS CHURCH, AND FOR A TIME IT WAS THE
FAD FOR COUPLES TO WRITE THEIR OWN VOWS

AND SOME STILL WANT TO DO THIS,

SOME OF THESE SELF-WRITTEN VOWS SHOW THAT

b.



THE COUPLE INVOLVED EXPECT THE MARRIAGE
TO BE EVERYTHING BECAUSE THEY TRY TO INCLUDE
EVERYTHING, THEY SAID THAT THEY WOULD
ALWAYS BE THERE FOR EACH OTHER; THAT THEY
WOULD ALWAYS BE FAITHFUL AND LOYAL TO EACH
OTHER; THAT THEY WOULD ACCEPT EACH OTHER'S
IMPERFECTIONS; THAT THEY WOULD NEVER
CONSCIOUSLY HURT EACH OTHER; THAT THOUGH
THEY EXPECTED TO DISAGREE ON MANY MINOR
MATTERS, SURELY THEY WOULD ALWAYS BE IN
AGREEMENT ON MAJOR MATTERS; THAT THEY

WOULD ALWAYS BE OPEN AND HONEST WITH EACH

OTHER; THAT THEY WOULD ALWAYS SUPPORT EACH
OTHER’S DECISIONS; THAT THEY WOULD ALWAYS

GO TO BAT FOR EACH OTHER; THAT THEIR
MARRIAGE WOULD BE THEIR SANCTUARY, THEIR
REFUGE; THEIR HAVEN IN A HEARTLESS WORLD,

ONE WOULD THINK THAT KEEPING A PROMISE TO
LOVE EACH OTHER IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH,
IN PLENTY AND IN WANT, AND IN JOY AND IN
SORROW WOULD BE CHALLENGING ENOUGH,

IF WE MAKE MARRIAGE OUR ONLY SANCTUARY AND
OUR GOD, THEN IT WILL SURELY FAIL US.

IN OUR MARRIAGE WE DO NOT ALWAYS AGREE ON
MINOR MATTERS OR ON MAJOR MATTERS. WE
OFTEN SIMPLY AGREE TO DISAGREE., IN
MARRIAGE TWO PERSONALITIES ARE NOT BLENDED

INTO ONE, EVEN THOUGH MARRIED, WE REMAIN
TWO DISTINCT INDIVIDUALS. THERE ARE
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TIMES WHEN WE LIKE TO BE APART FROM EACH
OTHER. AND WHAT BRINGS SOME CONFLICT

INTO OUR MARRIAGE AND INTO EVERY MARRIAGE
IS THAT THESE TIMES DO NOT ALWAYS COINCIDE,
SO WE HAVE TO COMPROMISE. IN MARRIAGE

WE HAVE TO LEARN TO LEAVE SOME OF OUR
UNREASONABLE EXPECTATIONS BEHIND,

2. SECONDLY AND RELATED TO WHAT [ HAVE
JUST SAID, WE HAVE LEARNED THAT MARRIAGE
DOES NOT EXIST TO SOLVE ALL OF OUR PROBLEMS.,
WE EACH STILL FEEL LONELINESS AT TIMES.

WE STILL GET DEPRESSED. THE IMPERFECTIONS
WE EACH BROUGHT INTO OUR MARRIAGE DID NOT

MAGICALLY DISAPPEAR BECAUSE OF OUR LOVE
OR OUR MARRIAGE.

[IT’S A MYTH TO ASSUME THAT GOOD SPOUSES
SHOULD MAKE THEIR PARTNERS HAPPY ALL THE

TIME. ONE FREQUENT ERROR AMONG MARRIED

PEOPLE AND EVEN AMONG FRIENDS IS TO ASSUME
RESPONSIBILITY FOR OTHER PEOPLE’S FEELINGS,
I[F SOMEONE BELIEVES THAT HAPPINESS IS IN
THE HANDS OF ANOTHER, THE TENDENCY IS TO
SIT BACK AND EXPECT LARGE PORTIONS TO

BE DISHED UP AS IF IT WERE APPLE PIE,

HERE’'S AN EXAMPLE. FOR 15 YEARS, JEAN
CATERED TO LIONEL'’S EVERY WHIM TRYING TO

MAKE HIM HAPPY. BUT LIONEL WAS A MAL-
CONTENT WHO FOUND FAULT WITH EVERYONE AND
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EVERYTHING, ONCE JEAN UNDERSTOOD THAT IT
IS IMPOSSIBLE TO MAKE ANYONE HAPPY, LEAST
OF ALL LIONEL, SHE BECAME MORE RELAXED
AND OUTGOING, WHEN LIONEL REALIZED THAT
JEAN NO LONGER ACCEPTED THE BLAME FOR
EVERYTHING, HE STARTED OCCUPYING HIS TIME
MORE PRODUCTIVELY,

MARRIAGE DOES NOT EXIST TOY/SOLVE ALL OUR
PROBLEMS. MARRIAGE IS NOT THE SAVIOR OF
THE WORLD. JESUS CHRIST IS!

IN HER NEW AND BEST SELLING BOOK, NECESSARY
|OSSES, JUDITH VIORST WRITES ABOUT

MARRIAGE AS THE IMPERFECT CONNECTION AND
ABOUT THE LOVE AND HATE IN EVEN THE BEST
OF MARRIAGES, SHE SAYS IN ONE PLACE, "THE

GOOD NEWS IS THAT SOMETIMES THE BOND
BETWEEN A HUSBAND AND WIFE IS STRONGER THAN
ANY DAMAGE THAT CAN BE DONE TO IT. [THE

BAD NEWS IS THAT NO TWO ADULTS CAN DO
EACH OTHER MORE DAMAGE THAN HUSBAND AND
WIFE,

OSHE THEN GIVES THIS PERSONAL EXAMPLE., SHE
WRITES, "KNOWING MY HUSBAND WELL, [ KNOW
PRECISELY WHICH BUTTONS TO PUSH TO TRIGGER
HIS OUTRAGE, [ ALSO KNOW HOW TO SOOTHE

AND SMOOTH AND MAKE NICE. AND ALTHOUGH
YOU MIGHT THINK THAT SUCH KNOWLEDGE WOULD
KEEP MY FINGER OFF THE TROUBLE-MAKING
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BUTTONS AND ALLOW ME TO FASHION A MARITAL
PARADISE, THAT'S NOT HOW MY--OR MOST--
MARRIAGES WORK.”

SO WE HAVE LEARNED THAT BEING MARRIED AND
GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER VERY WELL DOES

NOT SOLVE ALL OUR PROBLEM; NOR WILL IT
SOLVE ALL OF YOURS.

IN FACT, MARRIAGE CAN CAUSE NEW PROBLEMS,
"MARRIAGE,"” WRITES BRONISLAW MALINOWSKI,
“"PRESENTS ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT

PROBLEMS IN HUMAN LIFE; THE MOST EMOTIONAL
AS WELL AS THE MOST ROMANTIC OF ALL HUMAN

DREAMS HAS TO BE CONSOLIDATED INTO AN
ORDINARY WORKING RELATIONSHIP.”

5. THIRDLY, WE HAVE LEARNED AND ARE
LEARNING IN OUR MARRIAGE THAT HUMAN BEINGS
TAKE TIME. IT TAKES TIME, A LIFETIME,
FOR ME AND FOR EACH ONE OF US TO DEVELOP
INTO SOMEONE OF DEPTH AND OF CHARACTER.
MOREOVER, IT TAKES TIME FOR ME TO LEARN
TO TRUST AND TO CARE FOR THIS PERSON WITH
WHOM I HAVE PROMISED TO BE WITH IN SICK-
NESS AND IN HEALTH, FOR BETTER AND FOR
WORSE, AND IN PLENTY AND IN WANT AS

LONG AS WE BOTH SHALL LIVE,

BY MAKING THE MARRIAGE PROMISE, WE GIVE
OURSELVES THE TIME TO ENTER INTO THE VAST
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AND UNFATHOMABLE REALITY OF ANOTHER HUMAN
BEING,

AND IN MARRIAGE WE ALSO HAVE THE TIME TO
LEARN FORGIVENESS. THERE IS NO WAY TO LIVE
IN SUCH CLOSE PROXIMITY TO ANOTHER HUMAN
BEING WITHOUT LEARNING TO FORGIVE OR WHAT
IS EVEN MORE DIFFICULT LEARNING TO ACCEPT
FORGIVENESS. ONE REASON THE CHURCH

HAS SUCH A STAKE IN MARRIAGE IS THAT IF
OVER TIME WE BECOME GOOD ENOUGH AT FOR-
GIVING AND RECEIVING FORGIVENESS FROM OUR

SPOUSE, WE SHALL BE ABLE TO FORGIVE AND TO
RECEIVE FORGIVENESS FROM ALL SORTS OF OTHERS

OUTSIDE OUR MARRIAGE. THUS OUR PURITAN
FOREBEARERS SPOKE OF MARRIAGE AS A "LITTLE
CHURCH WITHIN A CHURCH."”

WE ARE LEARNING THAT THE LIFELONG, UN-
CONDITIONAL PROMISES OF MARRIAGE GIVE US
TIME TO KEEP LOOKING AT OURSELVES THROUGH
THE EYES OF ANOTHER. WE HAVE TIME TO FAIL,
TIME TO BE FORGIVEN, TIME AND SPACE TO
BEGIN AGAIN AND AGAIN,

AND MOST OF ALL, THE PROMISE IN OUR MARRIAGE
IS TEACHING US GRATITUDE. WE ARE GRATEFUL
BECAUSE WE ARE FINDING IN OUR PRESENT LOVE
RELATIONSHIP SOME OF THE LONGED FOR LOVED

ONES OF THE PAST, WE ARE GRATEFUL FOR
RECEIVING IN OUR PRESENT LOVE RELATIONSHIP
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OF 32 YEARS SOME OF WHAT WE NEVER HAD IN

THE PAST. AND BEST OF ALL WE ARE EXPER-

IENCING THE LOVE OF GOD AS WE TRY AND
WORK AT LOVING EACH OTHER.

AMEN
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