. . . more first than sun more last than star

By John M Hull

An Address presented to Jonathan Cross and Maureen O’Cleirigh
 on the occasion of their wedding in Guelph, Canada,
on Friday, 7 August, 2009.
Dear Jonathan and Maureen, family and friends:

Words can become more than mere words.  Words can do things; language can possess a performance quality.  When the chancellor of the university says to the graduand ‘I admit you to the degree of Bachelor of Arts’, he or she is not merely recording a fact or describing something but actually creating a new graduate of the university. When the judge says to the defendant at the end of a trial - ‘The court finds you not guilty. You are free to go without a stain on your character’, the accused person is made a free citizen again by those words.
This afternoon we are going to witness this active power of language.  In a few minutes from now, you, Maureen, will be something you have not been before: a wife, and you Jon, (unless we are all very much mistaken) will become something that you have not been before, a husband. Maureen, you will have something you have not had before: a husband, and Jonathan you will have something you have not possessed before: a wife. Your words and those of the registrar will create something new, and we are all here to witness this.
What is the significance of what we do here today?  To understand this, I invite you to consider for a moment the history of your love. I expect that when it all began, it was only in the heart and mind of one of you, or of both simultaneously, but it was not shared; each of you wondered, perhaps, if the other shared the same thoughts and feelings.  Then when you realised that it was mutual, a circle was created.  But so far, only the two of you were in the circle.  Then your closest friends began to suspect that something was going on, and when you told them that you intended to get married, and when they had got over the shock, they were all included within the growing circle.  Then you informed your parents, and they told their relatives and friends, and more and more people heard the news.
You might think of this history as a series of ripples like the ones caused in a pool when a pebble is thrown into the water.  We are tracing the ripples thrown into the pool of life by your love.  And so we come to today, and this public ceremony.  The ripples now involve the Canadian state, because it is the state itself that will recognise, and indeed, create your marriage today. Canada stretches from shore to shore, and so your love now becomes continental.  Since the government of Canada is recognised by the nations of the world, and since your marriage will be also recognised, it will become an international reality.
What is the meaning of this series of ripples, the growing spheres created by your relationship?  Biologists would describe human reproduction, anthropologists would speak of kinship patterns and of rituals of courtship; sociologists would explain it in terms of the role of the state in the regulation of family life in late capitalist society.  But those who study the structure of language would ask us to consider not only what we speak today, but what speaks through us.  We must ask not only of our love but of what speaks through our love, of the love which finds expression through our love.
The sages and poets of all ages speak of this in many of their most profound meditations upon the nature of love.  The famous Sonnet 116 by Shakespeare begins by saying that nothing should prevent the marriage of those who truly love each other.

Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments.

But he goes on then to ask whether this love will be too fragile to resist the decay of time, and he replies:
Oh no! It is an ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wand’ring bark
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.
Love’s not Time’s fool though rosy lips and cheeks

Within his bending sickle’s compass come:
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

Do we not, in our love, feel that something greater is speaking through us? Is this not what we mean when we speak of ‘falling in love’?  What is this into which we fall?

The American poet of the mid twentieth century, e e cummings, traced the experience of the two lovers back into the cosmos itself.

i carry your heart with me

i carry your heart with me (i carry it in 
my heart) i am never without it (anywhere 
i go you go, my dear; and whatever is done 
by only me is your doing,my darling)
i fear
no fate (for you are my fate, my sweet) i want 
no world (for beautiful you are my world, my true) 
and it's you are whatever a moon has always meant 
and whatever a sun will always sing is you 

here is the deepest secret nobody knows 
(here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud 
and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows 
higher than the soul can hope or mind can hide) 
and this is the wonder that's keeping the stars apart 

i carry your heart (i carry it in my heart)

The same poet, when asking himself about the meaning of love, wrote the following words. 
Love is the voice under all silences,
the hope that has no opposite in fear:
the strength so strong mere force is feebleness:
the truth more first than sun more last than star.
What is the meaning of this philosophy of love for your marriage?  If you agree with the history of your love as I have described it, and if you can go with the flow of that expanding series of ripples, and if you have the courage to ask about the love that speaks through your love, your marriage, without ceasing to be a romance, will become a project.  By universalising your love you make your marriage a contribution to the humanisation of our species. To universalise your love is to include all living creatures within it. If you interpret what happens today in that way, you will find all sorts of concrete ways in your daily life to express this project.
But is this not too ambitious?  Is this not an unrealistic hope?  Surely the world is dominated by vast powers of greed and wealth such that no marriage however loving could make the slightest difference?
Well, the world certainly seems to be that way but one of the things we have learned from 150 years of science is that things are not always what they seem.  Have we already forgotten the words of the poet?  Love is so strong that force is feebleness.
In the ancient scriptures of Christian faith there is a place where it says that God has chosen the little things of the world to overthrow the great, and things which are virtually nothing to bring to nothing the powers that be. Your love, however, is far from being nothing, and today it will become even greater.  I charge you therefore in the presence of these witnesses to universalise your love.
My prayer for you today, Jon and Mo, (and here I think speak for everyone of us present today) is that the Spirit, both human and divine may guide your hearts into the haven of the love of God, and that grace, mercy and peace may rest upon you all the days of your life.
