Sermon for the Diamond Wedding Service  25.11.07
1 Corinthians 13

Today we are celebrating an event quite unique in the history of this country. Our Queen is the first ever monarch of these islands to be married for 60 years.  
She is an extraordinary woman, who’s life has been a commitment to the service of this country,                                                                                                 And Prince Philip has been a wonderful consort for her. And whatever their marriage has really been like,                                                                they have upheld their belief in God, in one another and they have been a shining example of loyalty and perseverance.
We are also celebrating Christian marriage in general, the foundation of family life, and the backbone of our society. 
And doesn’t it just say something about what a loving place this is….  when there are people in the congregation today who aren’t married (for one reason or another) and yet who have come to celebrate with those who are.  Thank you.
So what is it that makes a good marriage?  We meet someone and just know they are “the one”,  there is something about them that is just irresistible, exciting, beautiful and unique….  It’s not what they do… it’s who they are.  Love, and more specifically unconditional love, is immeasurable,  you can’t see it, or steal it, sell it, or lose it.                                                                                   And it is completely irrational, it makes no logical sense.  
But we Christians understand that, because Jesus, the expert on love, taught us that is doesn’t matter what you are, a leper, a sinner, a tax collector, rich or poor, old or young,   …he loves who you are, just because you are you,               He laid down his life for you, … even though he knows everything about you, even more than you husband or wife does.  
He doesn’t expect a performance from you, you don’t have to measure up in some way. Just being your self is enough.   And that’s how it is for all people who truly love one another, and the model for Christian marriage.                                                                                          When we marry in the sight of God, we weave Him into our lives, into the very fabric of our relationship.  
The front cover of your service sheet quotes Ecclesiastes,  the three strands, the rope or plait of husband, wife and God is not easily broken. (Ecclesiastes 4.12)
This week in the news there have been two big stories. The England foot-ball manager; and the loss of Child Benefit data,  leaving half the population worrying about having their identity stolen.  
Firstly football, I know probably know less about football than anyone here but even I know England failed to qualify                                                                                                                 so for Steve McLaren  it’s “off with his head”, (I just want to say “its only a game” ……but that’s probably blasphemy).  Poor man he has not performed the task he was paid for, so it doesn’t matter who he is, or if he is a nice man… its: “you are the weakest link…goodbye”   That’s the way of the world.               
The way of Christ is different, we are all valued and we are all unique.  When we fall in love we don’t fall in love with the person’s name, address,  date of birth or bank account number. 
But that is how you are valued in the world, all that stuff is put on a CD and gets lost in the post…so your identity can suddenly be seen, quantified and stolen, and you are at risk of losing who you are, as well as what you have in the bank.
A bank in Germany have started linking your true physical identity to your bank details, not in the world’s way: with words and numbers, but with the unique identity given to you by God. You can now register your fingerprint as your payment method,  no one can see it, or steal it, or lose it.
There’s no card to have cloned, no pin to remember,  but just what you have with you all the time…the tip of your finger!  What a break-through, go to Waitrose with no wallet, just yourself, and be accepted for who you really are.
The miracle of a healthy marriage is that people love each other for who they are. Their God-given special-ness.  It’s not about performance, results or winning, it’s not a contract to be terminated like Steve McLaren’s,                                      it’s more like the covenant of love between you and God.

Now you might think I’m the wrong person to be talking about healthy marriages, or even leading this service.                                                                                              I have been divorced for 10 years, and those of you in the same position will know…it is no picnic, not for the couple, and even less for the children, the fall out is appalling, …there are no redeeming features.  
And not risking marriage at all, is even worse, half of all Co-habiting Relationships split up before their child reaches 5 …half..!

In this benefice we take weddings very seriously, we have been running the “Prepare Enrich” system of marriage preparation for nearly 15 years.  And Sarah Pryor and Elizabeth Tozer work incredibly hard behind the scenes with engaged couples. And all this… to make sure that by the Wedding Day, we have done all we can to increase their chance of a long and happy marriage.  Now the whole Deanery have joined in the scheme.  Even the Registry Office are interested in using our expertise for civil weddings. 
In this country more marriages are ending in divorce than ever before, 10 years ago the figure was one in three, now it stands above 45% percent,  at this rate, soon every other marriage will end in divorce.                                 Why?... what’s going on?  

Firstly divorce is getting easier,  for marriages that are coming to an end by mutual consent, you can now get divorced on-line. One website only charges £25 with 30-day money-back guarantee (!)                  

Secondly we live in an age dedicated to personal achievement,  when we are urged to fulfil ourselves, to look after Number One, to realise personal ambitions, and live the dream, at no matter what cost to anyone else.                                                                     Think of the cynicism of pre-nuptial agreements.  Sadly even in church life, some people are too concerned about what “I want”, what suits “me” what suits “my” style of worship, what makes “me” happy,    fighting our own corner, about some aspect of worship, or church life and forgetting about the common good, the church family, or even God, because we are too busy suiting ourselves.
Thirdly, couples seem to spend less leisure time together because they are more pressured.  A common feature of the couples who come to me for Marriage Counselling is that they have lost touch emotionally.                                                                                      When they are at home they only have half an ear on each other  because they are doing chores, or in front of the television, or on the internet. They have stopped paying attention to each other.  So I ask couples to have a weekly date, it doesn’t have to be anything elaborate, just going out for a coffee together, or a good long walk, or perhaps dinner out, time to talk and, even more importantly, to listen.                                                                        
Successful relationships are those when there is no selfishness, when they always put the other first.

Statistically, Christian couples have more successful marriages.  Even just having a church wedding increases your chance of staying together.  Bringing God into the heart of your marriage makes sense, when things are difficult (and most marriages aren’t plain sailing all the way) Jesus, and his model of love is there, built in, part of the relationship 
And sometimes the most committed marriages are those that have been through a difficult patch, and yet the couple have been determined to make it work.  They can be so blessed by that extra effort they put into communicating well, and that stands them in good stead afterwards and makes them even more determined that things won’t go wrong again.  

When I first meet couples who have come for Marriage Counselling, I begin by finding out what the problem seems to be, and then I always ask them if they want to stay together.  If they both say yes, then I know we’re home and dry,  they will only need a few sessions talking and listening to each other properly, and all will be well, they will walk off into the sunset holding hands, as it were.  If two people are motivated and determined  and they know that deep down they still love each other…  well the work for me is easy.
But if the couple have left it too late and one or other, have lost their commitment to the marriage, it’s usually because someone else is (or has been), involved.  So if you fancy someone else…. don’t hesitate, just run fast in the opposite direction.                              
When all is lost, there has been sin, and not enough repentance, or, on the other side not enough forgiveness.                                                           Some couples just get stuck with an old resentment,   and can’t forgive and move on. So like poor Steve McLaren, they have failed…so goodbye!
But most marriages don’t die of a sudden trauma, or one particular argument, they die of neglect, the couple start to take one another for granted,  they stop noticing if the other is happy and cherished.  Its as though the bath plug has been dislodged and the water has started to run out, you don’t realize until it is too late that nearly all the water has gone  and you are left shivering in a cold empty bath.

So how do you lovely lot who get it right, do it? Well, St Paul’s words: Love is patient, and kind,  It doesn’t envy, it isn’t proud, it keeps no record of wrongs.  It always protects, trusts, hopes, and perseveres.   
How about other ways?  Acknowledging difference is important, the person you married is not just a mirror image of you, they are the opposite sex for one thing.  You probably read “Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus”,                   and it really is true, we might just as well be from different planets. So when you disagree, bear in mind that you were not designed to agree all the time.   Know that the other is not necessarily wrong, they are just looking at things from a very different angle.                             
Another strength in good marriages, is how you handle change.   We don’t stay the same all our lives, and it is really important to   encourage each other to grow, without feeling threatened ourselves.
Quarrels, typically are about either money, or how often you make love.  But the glue that keeps strong marriages together despite all this,  is simple stuff about valuing the other for who they are,  (it’s in-built like their fingerprint!)                                                                                making the other feel special,  just liking and admiring each other,   and making each other laugh.    And remembering those first few months that were so special  …the buzz, the excitement, not wanting to be apart for a minute, and knowing you had met “The One”,  your “Mr. or Mrs. Right”.

With all this in mind we are running a Marriage Course for 7 weeks starting in January so do come along to that,                                                         no matter the age or stage of your marriage,  because it’s to make strong marriages even stronger.  You will be relieved to know, there is no group discussion, just a short talk with a glass of wine, then romantic little tables for two, where you have pudding  and your own discussion…no feed back, no questions, no groups,  just a chance for you to have a date together. 
There’s no sign-up sheet, so just let Katharine or Robin (01787 227315) or me (Mary, 01787 227616) know you’re coming…. so there’s enough pudding!
Please come and let us help you… to bless one another.
