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Strengthening family values

By Rhett D. Baird
SPECIAL TO THE TELEGRAPH 
Sixteen years ago, they came to my home to plan their ritual of love and respect, hope and commitment, determined to make a crucible of care and invite their friends and family to celebrate their love. They were a couple in love, holding hands, gazing into one another’s eyes, blushing, laughing. For 16 years now, this young couple has created a good, stable, loving family that includes children and grandchildren. 

Although they were both women and could not legally be married, they yearned to have their love recognized, to have the same benefits and protections as other couples who fall in love and want to spend the rest of their lives bound together by the deep care that married couples can experience. 

I have come to believe society is strengthened by its promotion of the bonds of marriage and the hopes, dreams and commitment that can accompany this important institution. 

I have also come to believe that our society is made stronger as these legal bonds are made available to all couples who are in love and wish to enter into such a relationship, regardless of “affectional orientation.” It is a win-win for all of us. 

In 2002, I decided that although I would continue to perform religious wedding ceremonies, as a matter of conscience, I would no longer sign any state marriage licenses. For me as a clergyperson, to sign such a document perpetuates a system that denies to many of my parishioners the benefits of marriage I have had for 48 years. Each year on my wedding anniversary, I renew my commitment not to sign marriage licenses. That public statement may not change the world, but it has promoted a greater constancy between my values and my actions. With a couple of exceptions, I have been faithful to that commitment. 

When my statement of conscience was first issued, I received supportive e-mails from all over the country: 

· “My partner and I have been together for 18 years. We want very much to enjoy the benefits and privileges of being legally married.”
· “We have been together almost 12 years and have been through serious accident, illness, injury and are still committed to one another.” 

· “We are no less a person for who we love or how we travel our journey.” 

· “Last year after over 10 years in the military, I came out as a gay soldier — and this is ending my career in the armed services.” 

· “The goodness of my six-year partnership with the love of my life ... even though the church and state will not legalize or sanctify our marriage, we consider ourselves married.” 

· “It is hard, being a gay, young, college student. ... It breaks my heart to know that I might not be able to be married because some people can’t accept me the way I am, the way God made me, special and unique in so many ways.” 

Love is powerful. I believe that someday the laws all over our land will be on the side of love and legal marriage being available to all people. History teaches us that, over time, love and justice will prevail. I am proud that my church and my faith tradition welcome and affirm the inherent worth and dignity of all people, regardless of their sexual orientation. 
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