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tioned Isaac and Rebecca in their nuptial exchange of jewelry, the
 text inserts a blessing of the ring (“Bless, O Lord, this Ring,
that he who gives it and she who wears it may abide in thy peace,
and continue in thy favor . . .”) and leaves Isaac and Rebecca out
of the prayer that follows.

What is most significant about this modification of the ring-
giving, of course, is that all explanation of its meaning has been
lost. In the  service, just as in the book of Genesis, the gift of
gold jewelry to the woman was a statement of material provi-
dence. It signified a future commitment of the man’s wealth to
the woman’s welfare (“and withal my worldly Goodes I thee
endowe”). The jewelry represented, in other words, the promise
of the man that the woman could count upon him as provider.
But with this account totally extracted from the twentieth-cen-
tury wedding service, the door was opened for the invention of
other explanations for the ring—for instance, the golden circle
representing endless love.

Of even greater import, however, is the modification of the
vows. As everyone knows, we have witnessed in recent years a
mass movement to eliminate the verb “obey” from the wedding
vows taken by the bride. Previously, this word had often dwelt
in the bride’s vow as an “additional requirement” not placed
upon the groom. But in the American Book of Common Prayer
of , each party simply agrees to “love, comfort, honor, and
keep” the other, and to the female’s vow is no longer added the
extra term “obey.”

In the Agendas of the last two hymnals published by and for
The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, the word “obey” has
remained in place for the bride. It would appear, then, that a clear
decision was made to dissent from the modern change in the
Book of Common Prayer tradition and to retain the old wording.
So, in the Lutheran Agenda, whereas both parties agree to “love,
comfort, honor, and keep” their spouse, in between “honor” and
“keep” appears “obey” for the bride.

But if we go back to examine once again the wedding service
of , we discover the most curious detail. In the wedding
vows, the sequence of required actions for each party is as fol-
lows:

Man Woman

Love Obey
Comfort Serve
Honor Love
Keep Honor

Keep

I
 the history of English-language wedding rituals, the influ-
ence of Thomas Cranmer’s order of , The Forme of Sol-
emnizacion of Matrimonie, can scarcely be exaggerated. From

the first line of its opening address, “Dearly beloved, we are gath-
ered here,” to its vow, “to haue and to holde from this day for-
warde,” the First Prayer Book of Edward VI became a published
pattern for weddings whose influence is still great today. It con-
sists, in part, of the following elements in outline:

() An address on the significance and purposes of holy mat-
rimony, and on how it should be entered and upheld;

() A call for the statement of any known impediments to
the marriage taking place;

() The vows (“Wilt thou haue…”);
() Each person’s “taking” of the other, with attendant

pledges (“And thereto I plight thee my trouth”);
() The man’s placing of a ring upon the woman’s hand,

with words of devotion and commitment;
() The quotation of Christ’s words about not rending

asunder “Those whome god hath joyned together”;
() The minister’s pronouncement of husband and wife in

view of what has taken place; and
() The blessing of the married couple.

How cherished this form became is clear to us when we next con-
sider the American Book of Common Prayer of , where we
find Cranmer’s order of service essentially intact. It has under-
gone, nevertheless, a number of striking changes. First, the open-
ing address has been shortened, and now omits the earlier ser-
vice’s recitation of marriage’s three “causes”—God-fearing chil-
dren, sexual intercourse without fornication (“a remedie agaynst
sinne”), and “mutuall societie, helpe, and comfort.” Also
removed is the emphasis in the address of  on not marrying
“to satisfie mens carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that
haue no understanding.”

Second, the speech that accompanies the man’s giving of a ring
to the woman has been greatly changed. Gone are his words
“With thys ring I thee wed: thys golde and siluer I thee giue: with
my body I thee wurship: and withal my worldly Goodes I thee
endowe.” And whereas in the earlier service the minister next
spoke a prayer asking for God’s blessing of the couple and men-
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“obey” was stuck into otherwise equal vows as an additional bur-
den for the bride. The groom had his own burden to bear—
“comfort.”

From this brief survey of Cranmer’s wedding form and what
became of it, I issue the two following exhortations, one general
and one specific: first, let us revisit the issue of what wedding
vows say, not to resurrect the exact form of , but to express in
the language of today the full truth of St. Paul’s words, words that
link the holy estate of matrimony to the mystery of Christ and his
beloved. Let us work into our published, authorized, and recom-
mended books a form of the vows that undoes the distortions
and erasures of modern times.

More generally, about our weddings and their sermons, let us
ask this question: Where in the service do we emphasize not only
the identical obligations, but also the reciprocal obligations, of
man and woman? Do we often, perhaps, employ wedding ser-
vices and preach sermons that so avoid the distinction between
man and woman that we would not have to change much in the
text to make it apply to a homosexual couple? Let us, like the ear-
lier vows we have just studied, endeavor overall to capture both
the overlap between the duties laid by God upon both parties and
those solemn obligations unique to each, even as man and
woman are profoundly alike and yet profoundly not so. LOGIA

 

Clearly the woman has more words laid upon her than the man,
but it is not as simple as the mere addition of “obey.” Does the
appearance of “serve,” for example, go beyond not only the text
but the intent of Holy Scripture? Cranmer provides at least a
precedent for the later pen of William Shakespeare in The Taming
of the Shrew, where he writes of wives that they “are bound to
love, serve, and obey.”

But what deserves the most attention in the above lists is that in
the man’s vows the word “comfort” is inserted between “love” and
“honor,” whereas the woman takes no vow to “comfort” her hus-
band. The import of this difference, I believe, is quite clear. “Com-
fort” is intended in the  service to convey a special obligation
that falls upon the husband, an obligation that is counterpart to
“serve” and “obey” on the woman’s part. What is the meaning of
this “comfort”? As even modern dictionaries still show, “comfort”
may mean not only to offer consolation and relief but to lend
strength and aid for the other’s benefit. So it means in the expres-
sion of wartime, “aid and comfort to the enemy.”

Do we not find in this old wedding service, then, a terse
attempt to convey the richness of Ephesians , where Saint Paul
charges husbands to love their wives “as Christ loved the Church,
laying down his life for her”? It is simply not true that in this ser-
vice, the grandfather of published English wedding services,




