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The History and Context of Marriage in relation to the Methodist 
Church 

 
1. Development and Change in the LEGAL Context  David 
 
 
2. Development and Change in the CULTURAL Context Sheryl 
 
In my previous appointment I was involved in administering the 
Methodist Church’s processes for ministers seeking to serve the British 
Methodist church, from other Conferences and denominations across 
the globe. Part of the discernment process sought to explore an 
individual’s ability to serve as a minister in a different culture.  The key 
question was, is this person culturally adaptable? In my last Circuit 
appointment I served an overwhelmingly West African congregation and 
came to appreciate the significance of culture, the nuances of culture, 
the depth and complexity of any individual’s culture and the fact that 
culture, like language, changes over time – sometimes very quickly.  
 
Cultural attitudes and norms are nowhere obvious than in a 
community’s attitude toward sex, gender, and – for want of a better 
term – family arrangements.  And this has been the case since Biblical 
times. In 1st Century Palestine matrimony was a private affair of the 
parties and of their respective families, and required no public 
ceremony, religious or otherwise, for its legalisation and validity. To the 
Jews, whose religion was at the centre of their social life, God was 
involved with their tradition of marriage making, and that tradition did 
not belong to Temple or even Synagogue worship. 
 
Similarly, the early Church, along with the Roman Empire under which it 
existed, considered that customary marriage ceremonies were private 
and family festivals. For example, Tertullian, a Christian writer who 
trained in jurisprudence at Rome before returning to his native 
Carthage, like Bishop John Chrysostom, did not find any fault with the 
customary marriage ceremony itself as the only way of entering into a 
valid and legitimate marriage union. He had no problem with marriages 



faithfully contracted as “ceremonies at private and family festivals1 and 

suggested that Christians should sing praises, psalms and hymns to God 
at the celebration of their customary marriage.2 At this point in the 
history of the Church the bishops did not even contemplate solemnising 
any marriages of Christians at church. It is only in the fourth century that 
evidence of a priestly prayer or blessing is found in connection with the 
customary marriage of baptised Christians 
 
However, by medieval times the Western Church had become politically 
powerful and began to regulate marriages in Western Europe through 
canon law. Hence marriage began to be regarded in ecclesiastical rather 
than simply social terms. Thus, in Catholic tradition, because of its 
understanding of marriage as a sacrament, the church can and must 
regulate it. The Council of Trent in 1563-4 endorsed and confirmed it to 
be an absolute truth of faith. Since the Council of Trent, the Roman 
Catholic Church does not recognise customary and civil forms of 
marriage. 
 
Changes in the cultural context do not simply apply to the involvement 
of the church; they also apply to the ever shifting and developing 
understanding of other things too, the role of women in society for 
example.  During the debate following the Second Reading of the 
Married Women's Property Acts Consolidation Bill on 9 June 1880, 
Charles Warton MP remarked that: 'Before the existence of the feudal 
law -- in fact, when marriage was established by God -- it was ordained 
that wives should obey their husbands, although some of them, he was 
sorry to say, were not so obedient as they ought to be.' Source: Hansard 
 
Mrs A. E. Smith, writing in the Woman's Signal (23 March 1899) said: 
'Men and only men have written commentaries and interpreted the 
Bible for centuries and the man-made doctrine of the subjection of 
women they have most carefully preserved out of the superstitions of 
the past. Let women think for themselves and decline to be ruled any 

                                                
1 Stanley L. Greenslade, (trans.), Early Latin Fathers: Selections from Tertullian, 
Cyprian, Ambrose, and Jerome, London: SCM Press Ltd. 1956, volume V, 101. 

 
2 Alexander Roberts (trans.), The Writings of Tertullian I: Ante Nicene Christian 

Library Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to AD 325, Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1969, 279-303 
 

 



longer... If women would refuse to repeat the marriage vow as it now 
stands and has been forced on them for centuries past they would gain 
immensely in the respect of men.' 
 
1899 might seem to be a different world, but it was in fact the year 
before my grandfather became a local preacher in the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church, shortly before he married my grandmother.  I am 
pretty certain she would have vowed to obey him.  She would also have 
given up all her property rights. Everything a woman owned at the time 
of the marriage belonged absolutely to the husband to dispose of 
however he pleased. She didn't even get it back when he died. In 1870 
the Married women’s Property Act meant that wages and property 
earned through a wife's own work, would be regarded as her own. 
However, although a woman now had the right to her own professional 
earnings, her husband could forbid her from following any profession. 
 
The fact that these arrangements seem so oppressive and unjust is a 
measure of the way in which attitudes to the role and status of women 
in society have changed, and the modern marriage ceremony reflects 
this. In the MWB women no longer promise to obey and are not given 
away (as property) from a father to another man.  

 1662 Book of Common Prayer –Thanksgiving after Childbirth (The 
Churching of Women) 

 1936 Book of Offices – has the same service 

 1972 Service Book not present 
 
Similarly, the attitudes concerning the status of children have changed 
beyond all recognition, both in terms of the legitimacy of a child and in 
terms of the age of consent. An age of consent statute first appeared in 
secular law in 1275 in England as part of the rape law. The statute, 
Westminster 1, made it an offence to "ravish" a "maiden within age," 
whether with or without her consent. The phrase "within age" was 
interpreted as meaning the age of marriage, which at the time was 12 
years of age.  In 1576 a law was passed making it an offence to 
"unlawfully and carnally know and abuse any woman child under the age 
of 10 years," which was interpreted as lowering the age of consent. 

 1753 Marriage Act partly to prevent men marrying young girls 
 
Tell the mid 1980’s Barnardos orphans story – what has happened to the 
orphans?  (Use of contraception, decline in stigma attached to 



illegitimacy, welfare state enables single women to keep  and raise their 
children, etc) Introduction of contraception separates childbirth from 
marriage. 
 
The number of marriages taking place annually in England and Wales has 
been in decline since the early 70s,with 241,100 marriages recorded in 
20101 compared with 404,737 in 1971. 
 
Marriage rates indicate that the UK is in line with trends in other 
developed countries, and is neither especially high nor low in terms of 
marriage rates. In 2009, 21 of every 1,000 men in the general population 
were married, and 19 of every 1,000 women in the general population 
were married. 
 
The decline in marriage may be due to couples choosing to live together 
rather than marry: in 2004,there were approximately 142,300 cohabiting 
couples in England and Wales. This had risen to approximately 285,300 
in 2011. 
 
Surveys of social attitudes suggest that cohabitation is no longer seen as 
socially unacceptable. 
 
In the 1960s less than 1 in every 100 adults were estimated to be 
cohabiting at any given time; 40 years later this had risen to 1 in every 6. 
 
Compared with the decrease in the number of marriages over the last 40 
years, the number of divorces has remained relatively stable, with 
119,589 divorces recorded in 2010 compared with 119,025 in 1972. 
 
Civil ceremonies now account for 70 per cent of all weddings, a rise from 
64 per cent in 2001, and the proportion that took place in approved 
venues rose 14 per cent from 125,612 in 2010 to 143,220 in 2011. 
Following their introduction in 1995, there has been a continual increase 
in the proportion of marriages taking place in approved premises.  
Of the religious wedding ceremonies carried out in 2011, the latest year 
for which there are published figures, 53,700 were Church of England or 
Church of Wales, 8,240 were Roman Catholic, 8,680 were of other 
Christian denominations while 2,670 were for other religions. 
 
 



 
3. Development and Change in the MISSIONAL Context  David 
 
 
4. Development and Change in the PASTORAL Context Sheryl 
 

 Situation in Newhaven, Neil could not do something as a 
Methodist Minister that he was not permitted to do as a priest 
(divorce) Keith and Lucy and her two boys. 

 Susan and Gary, blessing of a marriage five years after they were 
wed in a registry office (should not appear to be a wedding) (The 
theological substance of the Service of Blessing coincides with the 
theological content of the Marriage Service. P788 CPD) 

Massive shift from practical/political relationship (means of 
reproduction/controlling inheritance/political advantage – Henry VIII has 
a lot to answer for – to a love match. Jane Austen and then increasingly 
during the Victorian era that LOVE truly became accepted as a 
foundation for marriage.  The Victorians were really, really invested in 
the idea of love - that marriage should actually be based on love or 
companionship. The growing importance of the middle class and new 
money blurred the traditional social boundaries for marriage. With more 
social mobility, there was a growing "distaste" among the middle classes 
for thinking of marriage as a family-arranged event for exchanging a 
daughter into a family for gain.  The 1969 divorce law meant that people 
trapped in bad marriages need not stay in them forever. So, the 
emphasis on marriage shifted from a long-term commitment at all costs 
to a personal relationship where individual fulfilment is important.  
Marriage today is primarily about the quality of the significant 
relationship, rather than for procreation and to prevent fornication. 
Hence the pressure to enable all those who have significant, permanent, 
faithful, stable relationships to be able to publicly and legally declare 
them. Thus the development of civil partnerships (virtually but not quite 
marriage in law – technical differences that I don’t understand) and then 
to equal marriage. 
 
To many Christians, however, while a civil partnership confers all the 
legal rights of marriage, a church wedding is seen as a mystical event, 
the making of promises before God in a sacred setting, endowing the 
relationship with a special "blessed" quality. No evidence to suggest that 
weddings taking place in churches produce marriages that are any less 



complicated and flawed or any more joyful and sustainable than civil 
weddings.  
 
All faiths and cultures cherish marriage and most would agree that 
seeking God’s blessing on a marriage is vital. In Britain’s pluralist society, 
there are more and more opportunities for marriage between people of 
different cultures and faiths. There are some who would see this as a 
cause for celebration, for it can betoken the meeting of faiths at a very 
deep social level, that of the life of the family. Pastoral care of the 
couple both before and after the marriage service is, essential. 
 
Interesting pastoral situation 

 Young Ghanaian couple – explain situation 
o traditional ceremony in Ghana between their parents Them 

not even present 
o civil ceremony in Britain to regularise grooms visa status 
o church blessing when he returned from Ghana. 

 Whole thing took months to complete – at what point were they 
married? 

 
As stated before, the theological substance of the Service of Blessing 
coincides with the theological content of the Marriage Service. P788 
CPD). Actually marriage ceremony is the ‘blessing of a marriage’, hence 
issue of blessing same-sex relationships being more complicated than it 
seems.  So the issue for the Church is – is marriage something God does 
or is it something human society does which we then ask God to bless? 
 


