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Opponents of gay marriage often argue that
marriage has always been defined as the union of
one man and one woman. Legislation that has
been passed to protect this allegedly age-old insti-
tution, which has recently come under attack by
gay rights activists (or so the argument goes), cod-
ifies this historical understanding of marriage.
But as Mark Jordan's latest book, an academic dis-
cussion of Christian theology and gay marriage,
demonstrates, "they are plainly wrong." Mark Jor-
dan, the Asa Griggs Candler Professor in the De-
partment of Religion at Emory University, has
written extensively on the history of the church
and sodomy, homosexuality, marriage, sexuality,
and Christian theology.[1]

According to Jordan, "To claim that marriage
is by nature the union of one man with one wom-
an is to contradict Hebrew and Christian Scrip-
ture, Jewish law, Christian theology, and Christian
understandings of natural law" (p. 160). Of course,
most of those he argues against are not nearly as
learned. So, in some ways, not only will his own
arguments fall on deaf ears, but they are too rari-
fied to change many minds on either side of the

current debate of church and state sanctioning of
gay marriage. In this way, he is an academic
preaching to the academics in the choir. Nonethe-
less, Jordan's brilliant reading of logic within cur-
rent debates of history, Christian theology, and
contemporary wedding culture effectively chal-
lenges what many hold to be true about "blessing
same-sex unions."

Jordan's "rhetorical mediations" are at times
subtle enough to hide a political or theological
motive (p. 207). Ultimately, however, he candidly
states his position. "Christian churches," he con-
cludes "should bless same-sex unions. They
should do it as a matter of justice, after reading
the real signs of the times, with prayerful enthusi-
asm for the Gospel, and by way of securing some
credible future for their marriage theology" (p.
206). Despite this strong statement, the book is not
a heavy-handed argument in favor of Christian
churches celebrating unions between gay men. In-
deed, it is largely a careful rehearsal and discus-
sion of the arguments that ground contemporary
debates around gay marriage and those discours-
es that both cloud and clarify the discussion(s).



Jordan complicates both Christian history and
current Christian views, arguing effectively that
there is not one "single Christian doctrine," nor
can contemporary arguments based on Christian
historical conceptions of marriage stand in the
face of his withering critique. As he argues, "A col-
lective illusion, suffered by some queer activists
and by Focus on the Family among others, de-
clares that there is or had been a single theory of
Christian marriage.... Christian and Jewish tradi-
tions disagree about a number of fundamental is-
sues, including the value of celibacy, the permissi-
bility of polygyny or concubinage, and the
grounds for divorce that permits remarriage" (p.
100). As Jordan shows, the Christian church has
only relatively recently blessed the unions of
Christian heterosexuals--so why not bless gay
male couples?

Jordan also complicates the tendency of both
opponents of gay marriage and gay activists to see
church blessings and state endorsements as sepa-
rate. "Marriage remains the great testimony," he
argues, "to the inseparability of church and state,
to their ancient commingling." The implication for
this, of course, is that "the debates can never be
cut cleanly in practice, putting legal issues over
here and theological issues over there" (p. 4). One
of the great strengths of this examination is Jor-
dan's ability to tease out so many disparate
strands of rhetoric surrounding gay marriage,
and his ability to point to the odd and sometimes
surprising confluence of commercialism, homo-
phobia, Christian theology, state power, and sex-
ism (to name just a few) embedded in so many of
the contemporary discourses of gay marriage. Jor-
dan not only tackles the refined rhetoric of theolo-
gians, the middle-class-oriented popular culture
depicted in television and magazines, and politi-
cal rhetoric on both sides of the ongoing gay mar-
riage debate, but he also shows how all of these
apparently disparate discourses are in fact always
interacting and are conjoined in contemporary so-
ciety.
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This book, a decidedly academic read, will ap-
peal to students of gay studies, cultural studies,
and religious studies. But the book packs more
than simply a scholarly meditation on rhetoric.
For Jordan the stakes are high: "blessing same-sex
unions cannot be separated either from the future
of Christian marriage of from the future of les-
bian and gay 'identities™ (p. 3). And, more general-
ly, the book demonstrates the important reminder
that "Christian lives are not confined to churches.
Queer lives are not subordinated to movements"
(p. 207).
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