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I’m glad to be here again with you; and it’s a privilege to be winding up such an enterprising and varied programme; and I’m grateful to have been sent a copy of Professor Adrian Thatcher’s Lecture  of April 6th, in the light of the Title under which I have chosen to speak with you – perhaps more briefly than on some previous occasions:
Is Marriage being “undermined”?

I believe that it is. 

That is not to say that as an institution Marriage is fatally damaged, beyond rescue; and of course not to say that every marriage is being undermined by a culture which in every public respect is now not prepared to be supportive of Marriage – though such a culture does not encourage those, for instance, whose marriages are going through a rough patch to persevere, or those dubious about Marriage itself to commit themselves to another within the  framework that it provides.
In the face of the relentless propaganda for every other sort of adult relationship that blasts across our society, and so across our children and grandchildren from a very early age, not to support, to speak up for, marriage is to undermine it.

By Marriage I mean that relationship, that “estate” to quote the BCP, which our society as well as the Christian tradition has counted “honourable”; and which the Church believes – and indeed society formally still believes – to be of fundamental importance not only for those who have committed themselves to each other within its framework, but to society. 

This understanding is of course set out in the Marriage Services of the Church of England as of other Christian Churches, and most recently outside them in the 1999 Teaching Document of the Church of England’s House of Bishops simply called “Marriage”. It underlies, too, the understanding of Marriage as couples celebrate their marriages before a Civil Registrar.
I’m not going to repeat the statistics, well provided for you by Adrian Thatcher six weeks ago; but by any reckoning it is clear that marriage is less popular than it has ever been, that more children than ever before are being born to people unmarried, that more marriages are breaking down, and more people living together without making together the commitment of marriage.

Nor am I going to repeat the other statistics that he gave you with equal clarity – those that show that not only for children but for the parties to marriage themselves, Marriage is good for people’s health and welfare, physical, social and psychological; while marriage breakdown is much less good for all whom it affects - and cohabitation likewise.

Nor is this a moment to offer any detailed resume of what may be the reasons for the situation in which we find ourselves as a society, the statistics that most recently Adrian Thatcher summarised for you, that show that in many circles not to marry, but to enter a cohabiting relationship, is the norm not the exception, and to commit to marriage now a counter-cultural decision. 
I stand with the Chief Rabbi in judging that this is all very serious and very damaging, both for the maturing, the growing into fuller humanity and responsibility and delight and security, of tens of thousands of individuals and of their children, and for our society too. Sir Jonathan Sacks has written:

“By destabilising marriage, and by accepting casual sex, serial relationships, divorce and single parenthood as norms we are rapidly eroding the social structures on which humanity depends”.  
The irony will not have escaped that fine and good man, that this is happening in a society that claims that there are no “norms” with regard to behaviour! But these norms are now entrenched, and deeply and widely influential; and their roots are deepened, their grip tightened, as opinion-formers of all sorts alter their  behaviour and their language in obeisance to them.
Have you noticed, for instance, how rarely adult women in advertisements are wearing wedding rings?
You must have noticed, even if you watch very little TV, indeed if like me all you see of what most people watch every night is the trailer before the News, how so much of it portrays as normal, as everyday, indeed as attractive and mature and modern, cohabitation, promiscuity, adultery and infidelity.
And I hope that you have noticed how all three of the major political parties have grown very wary indeed of the word “marriage” – they prefer to speak of families, and of the welfare of children not of adults; they are, in Alan Johnson’s words, “bias-free” with regard to all sorts of family relationships. They must all know the statistics to which I drew your attention earlier; yet while they refuse, as they put it, to “preach” about marriage and sexual relationships, they don’t hesitate to be prescriptive about obesity, smoking or drink-driving! Even those, and there are many of them, whose own well-being is rooted in their marriages, will say nothing which could be taken to be privileging marriage; in part because each of the Parties has come to be in thrall, to a remarkable degree, to the organisations that defend and campaign for the rights of the very small minority of the population that is homosexual. 
All this plays out into every aspect of Government – and not just into official forms which increasingly ask us all to describe ourselves as “partners”, but critically into our schools and increasingly – and soon perhaps still more pervasively – into sex and relationships education: any kind of family or sexual relationship is as good for you as any other as long as it is not abusive; every child must learn about the whole range of human sexual behaviour – and why should every child not explore that range widely for herself or himself? only in the Church schools, soon,  may distinctions be made, and teaching given about the special-ness of Marriage, and the responsible and appropriate use of our “sexual instincts and affections, implanted by God”.

I appreciate the difficulties and delicacies that face teachers; and their responsibility, and that of all of us, and so the responsibility of politicians, to speak and write sensitively and compassionately, alert to the range, and often the raw-ness, of young people’s experiences and those of their parents. Teachers may themselves have chosen not to marry, or their marriage may have come to an end; or they may be living in an unmarried relationship of one sort or another, including in a same-sex relationship; their students may come from families of every sort, their parents in every kind of adult relationship; and a few may themselves be discovering themselves to be gay.  Yet not to offer to all young people, and not to help teachers learn how to offer to all young people,  truths and visions that they need for their well-being, and to equip them to make informed and mature choices as they grow into adulthood, seems to me poor educational practice – as well as an undermining of Marriage.  
I sense that very many people, who do not welcome or agree with these elements of the culture within which all of us are living, see it as so powerful and all-pervading that there is no point in standing out from the crowd, in risking being regarded as un-fashionable and un-modern or as discriminating against others, by questioning any of this.
I believe that Marriage is too important, the welfare and security and delight which Marriage has offered down the centuries and still offers to so many people of every sort in every part of the world, the contribution of Marriage to the stability and richness of society, – that Marriage is too important - and this notwithstanding  the number of people who tragically and sometimes cruelly are hurt within their marriages - not to defend it and support it; and that as Christians we have a responsibility to do so.
We are, I believe, if we are married called to live our own Marriages publicly as well as privately, daily asking and offering to have them renewed as the heart of our lives and the well-spring of our delight and confidence. We are called to be prepared to speak clearly about what we believe, about Marriage as about the rest of our Faith; to talk marriage up, to speak well of our own marriages where we are blessed with being able to do so, rather than to make snide jokes about them which I hear Christians, too, making. 

And this must be the practice too of our churches; marriage preparation, on-going marriage care, care for those in difficulties in their marriages or recovering from a breakdown – these must be part of the programme of every church.

And any of us who have public, even political, platforms, are called to stand against the prevailing “political correctness” around marriage, sexual relationships and sexual behaviour – not with intolerance of, let alone discrimination against, those who live differently, but arguing for the same freedoms, that the latter have rightly gained, for the majority, and for the “honourable estate of Matrimony”.
I end by repeating an assertion with which I started: in the face of the relentless propaganda for every other sort of adult relationship that blasts across our society, and so across our children and grandchildren from a very early age, not to support, to speak up for marriage is to undermine it.
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