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It could only happen in Bangor. Earlier this month, the Marine Court Hotel was host to Ulster’s first gay wedding. The fragrant couple, Rory and Darren, dressed in matching navy and cream morning suits pledged their eternal troth to each other in an affirmation witnessed by their respective families and friends. Bishop Buckley, who married them, yet again lived up to his vocation to bring into Christian society those on the margins, just as Jesus did by baptising tax collectors and Roman centurions.

Speaking before the nuptials, the happy pair said they wanted their marriage to give hope to other gay couples in Northern Ireland. As Rory told the Telegraph, “We are just like most other couples who are in love – we want to be with each other when we’re 70-years-old, and we want to be able to make a proper commitment to each other.”

Such sentiments will either make you want to reach for a box of hankies or wonder what has happened to our society. Rev. Alan Smylie of the Free Presbyterian Church was certainly quick to condemn: “This is nothing less than an abomination in the sight of God in heaven.”

Whatever God thinks, in the sight of the law, Rory and Darren are still two single men. In The Netherlands they would now enjoy all the benefits – and accept all the responsibilities – of any other married couple. In the wake of the Dutch move, the Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, has said he will now make provision for gay couples to register their partnerships, much as they can in some Scandinavian countries.

Many liberals have declared themselves in favour of this ‘civil union’ option for gay couples, but against state marriage. As Hillary Clinton put it, “Marriage has got historic, religious, and moral content that goes back to the beginning of time, and I think a marriage is as a marriage has always been: between a man and a woman.”

However, if marriage were the same as it was 2,000 years ago it would be possible to marry at twelve, to own a wife, or to imprison someone who married someone of a different race. It would also be impossible to get a divorce.

Just as many churches do not allow divorce but the law does, the question is not whether the Roman Catholic or Free Presbyterian churches should conduct gay weddings but whether the state should recognise marriages where both partners are of the same sex.

What did Hillary Clinton mean when she spoke for most liberals on this issue? Is marriage primarily about procreation? Well, ‘No’ is the answer. Anyone is allowed to get married in this country as long as they are an adult, not already married, not related to the person they intend to marry, and are heterosexual. You do not have to be able or willing to have children. 

Perhaps marriage between two people of the opposite sex is about fostering the kind of virtues – communication, empathy, tolerance – that we value in a liberal democracy. Yet, as we have seen, a marriage between a couple who marry for the purposes of winning a prize on a TV gameshow is just as valid as that between Ian and Eileen Paisley. The problem with this argument is that the law allows social delinquents, madmen, criminals and the serially divorced to marry, just not gay men or lesbians.

Maybe marriage is aimed at women, to give them some legal protection from their sexually predatory husbands. The argument runs that gay men are totally unsuited to marriage because, being men, they are less likely to live up to the monogamy of marriage. But does that mean that gay women, being women, are all the more likely to live up to that ideal? And would gay marriage not help to socialise gay men and provide them with incentives to have responsible, longer-lasting relationships?

I don’t pretend to have the answer. What I do know is that new European equality legislation could force us to legislate for gay marriage. If it does, the arguments will doubtless be extremely fierce. In the meantime, I wish Rory and Darren well. And three cheers – yet again – to Bishop Buckley for showing that Christianity is not always about what you are against.       

