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Is the institution of marriage
really becoming obsolete? 

Shayne Looper
Guest columnist

My son the youth pastor asked me this week if I
think marriage is on the way out.

He wonders, he said, because cohabitation is wide-
ly accepted and many people who do get married
don’t stay married for long. With that being the case,
will people bother to marry?

He noted that, in recent years, the people most zea-
lous for marriage were those advocating for state and
federal laws banning same-sex marriage to be over-
turned. 

Now that their cause has succeeded, they, too,
seem to have lost interest in marriage. 

Is marriage becoming obsolete? It is a good ques-
tion and I do not know the answer. 

After a history of thousands of years, it seems like
marriage should have some staying power, but who
knows? Coinage, banks and hand-written letters have
been around for a long time, too, but some experts
predict their demise over the course of this century.

I hope marriage does not go away. Marriage, unlike
coinage, banks and hand-written letters, was directly
God’s idea. 

According to Genesis 2, God brought woman and
man together. The inspired storyteller puts it this way:
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother
and be united to his wife, and they will become one
flesh.”

Marriage was God’s idea. The only thing in pre-re-
bellion Eden that was not good was for the human to
be alone, and marriage was part of God’s plan for hu-
manity’s good. The dissolution of marriage in the cur-
rent environment does not bode well for the good of
humanity.

Loneliness is an enormous problem in contempo-
rary society. In 2020, Japan appointed a “Loneliness
Minister.” According to the internet market research
firm YouGov, the social media generation is the one
that feels the most alone. YouGov reports a surge of
feelings of loneliness among millennials. A recent
U.S. surgeon general called loneliness in America a
“health care crisis.”

Marriage, when “entered into … reverently, deliber-
ately, and in accordance with the principles for which
it was instituted by God,” as The Book of Common
Prayer puts it, is a counter to this crisis. It might be
argued that a bad marriage can increase loneliness,
and I would not disagree. But good marriages, which
remain a possibility for most people, provide a
counter to loneliness.

Marriage also provides a stable foundation upon
which to raise a family. For children to grow up secure
and confident, it is important that they have parents
who are in a secure relationship. 

Parents who cohabit simply do not have as stable a
relationship as those who marry. At one time, the per-
centage of unmarried couples who remained together
until death was one in five. The fact that four out of
five unmarried couples do not remain together spells
trouble for children. 

Marriage has a spiritual side as well. 
Some traditions within the church regard marriage

as a sacrament, which is to say, a means by which
people experience God’s gracious activity in their
lives.

When marriage is “in accordance with the princi-
ples for which it was instituted by God,” it is more than
a social contract; it is a religious covenant.

While marriage may add to people’s happiness
over the long haul, it can also be a source of holiness.
Married couples who share the same goal of growing
in (in St. Paul’s words) “grace and in the knowledge of
God,” can be a huge help to each other. They can “spur
each other on” by example and by mutual encourage-
ment. Their home can become a domestic church
where two or three are regularly gathered in Jesus’s
name.

Happiness and holiness, it turns out, are intercon-
nected. When two people work together to attain the
same goal, whether that goal is the knowledge of God
or the accumulation of money, they will grow closer to
each other. 

Few goals endure through a lifetime, but the shared
goal of “growing in the knowledge of God will continue
to bring two people closer together over the course of
their lives. As they grow nearer to their shared goal,
they cannot help but grow nearer to each other.

Shayne Looper is the pastor of Lockwood Commu-
nity Church in Michigan. Read his blog at shayneloo-
per.com.

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance to
cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Aug. 28

Yard sale: 8 a.m.-noon, Biltmore United Methodist
Church, 376 Hendersonville Road, Asheville. Chil-
dren’s books, classroom tables, sofas, chairs, piano,
ping pong table, pool table, toys, lamps, games, end
tables, storage boxes, Bibles and hymnals, book
shelves and books. 828-274-2379. 

Aug. 29

Online services: A majority of churches are still hav-
ing online worship services. Visit church websites for
full information. 
Baha’i devotionals: 10 a.m. Sundays online, featuring
prayers, music, readings, conversation. For more
information and the Zoom link, visit
https://tinyurl.com/3vwm566f.
Biltmore Church: Online services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and
5 p.m. at live.biltmorechurch.com or Facebook. RSVP
at https://my.biltmorechurch.com/rsvp/ for 11 a.m.
Sunday in-person services at 35 Clayton Road, Arden,
and satellite locations. 
Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Visit Facebook page
for daily meditation, teachings and weekly homily.
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whitson Ave.,
Swannanoa. 
Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls: Sunday services at
7:45 and 9 a.m. Eucharist (in person only) 11:15 a.m.
Eucharist (in person and live-streamed on
www.allsoulscathedral.org, YouTube and Facebook),
6 p.m. service of Taize Compline (in person). 9 Swan
St., Biltmore Village, Asheville. 
Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilderness:
Online service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook.
www.stjohnflatrock.org/. 1895 Greenville Highway,
Flat Rock.
First Baptist Church-Canton: Worship service at 11
a.m. Also on Facebook, YouTube, or listen at http://
wptlradio.net/ or WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: 10:30
a.m. service at www.fcchendersonville.org. Email
fccinfo@fcchendersonville.org if you need assistance.
Grace Episcopal Church: Worship on YouTube at
10:30 a.m. Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday services and
events.

Grace Lutheran Church, Hendersonville: Livestream
worship at 9 a.m. on Facebook. Watch special ser-
vices and sermons on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W.
www.gracehendersonville.com.
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. A sacred
place for prayer and meditation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: 10 a.m. online ser-
vice at Facebook or YouTube. www.nativityarden.org.
2425 Hendersonville Road, Arden. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: In-person service at
10 a.m. Sundays in fellowship hall with socially dis-
tanced seating and attendees wearing masks. 10
Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River. 828-891-7101
or www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: 199 Elkwood Ave., Ashe-
ville. Sunday School 9:45 a.m. for preschool-adult,
worship service 11 a.m. www.newbridgebaptist.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Sunday services at 8 a.m.
Eucharist (in person only), 10 a.m. Eucharist (in per-
son and on YouTube), 5:30 p.m Celtic service (in per-
son and on YouTube). 60 Church St., Asheville. Visit
www.trinityasheville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 10:30 a.m. services, 216
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit
https://tbcasheville.org/about/. Nursery and mid-
week meal still on hold.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Worship service at
10:30 a.m. Also livestreamed on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road.
West Canton Baptist Church: Worship service at 11
a.m. Service also on Facebook. No nursery until fur-
ther notice. 75 Lowe St., Canton.
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Aug. 29

Rummage Sale: 8 a.m.-4 p.m., Beth Israel Synagogue,
229 Murdock Ave., Asheville (across from Weaver
Park). Great prices on household and personal items,
toys, books, furniture and more. 

Aug. 31

Puzzle Swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays, Mills
River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian Church
Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles outside church en-
trance via back parking lot. Also visit Little Free Li-
brary to borrow books. 828-891-7101.

RELIGION CALENDAR

The writer Norman Maclean, son of a Presbyterian
minister, author of the book “A River Runs Through
It” (made into a film directed by Robert Redford), was
born in Iowa and grew up in Missoula, Montana. He
worked for the U.S. Forest Service and then became a
professor of English at the University of Chicago. He
died in 1990, just before another book was published,
“Young Men and Fire.”

Maclean was fascinated, perhaps haunted, by the
tragic deaths of 13 Smokejumpers who died in August
1949 fighting a fire near the Missouri River in Mon-
tana. These young men parachuted into a narrow
canyon—Mann Gulch—and were caught in a fast-
moving firestorm. As they tried in vain to outrun the
fire on a steep slope, three made it over a ridge to
safety, several others survived for a short time, and
the rest fell before the power of the flames.

In “Young Men and Fire,” Maclean tells the story of
what happened that terrible day, tracing the histori-
cal record, speaking with the survivors, and hiking
into that burned over ground. The storytelling com-
pels the reader to keep searching, continue investi-
gating with a curiosity for the truth. As he sees it, the
official reports were written too fast and there were
too many unanswered questions about what the
Smokejumpers really did, why they were trapped,
what the actual conditions were and why only a few
survived. It’s a real mystery story.

In Maclean’s intriguing narrative, I picked up the
trail of one fire behavior scientist he refers to, Harry
Gisborne. Gisborne had theories about the cause of
the Mann Gulch “blowup”—the explosive wall of
flame. In Maclean’s words: “He was to discover in
Mann Gulch on the last day of his life that both his
theories were wrong.” Gisborne was a competent re-
searcher so “to his credit, he was the first one to point
out his error and was happily preparing to wake up
the next day to correct his theories … .”

Gisborne didn’t die from the fire, or any fire. He
died of a coronary while studying that mountain can-
yon to see if his views of the fire were accurate. Once
again, Maclean: “This is the death of a scientist, a sci-
entist who did much to establish a science. On the
day of his death he had the pleasure of discovering
that his theory … was wrong … . For a scientist, this is
a good way to live and die, maybe the ideal way for
any of us—excitedly finding we were wrong and ex-
citedly waiting for tomorrow to come so we can start
over.” For a time, in his own search for truth, Maclean
followed Gisborne, then found other trails, other the-
ories to follow.

What lessons are found on the fiery paths of faith,
or in our own search for sparks of truth? We are
dropped into unknown lands (ancient Palestine, In-
dia, Arabia, China) and immediately face decisions,
even dangerous choices. If we choose an alternative
trail, or mountain, could we lose our family, commu-
nity, sanity (or fear we might)? The fires we face, or
run from, might kill us, or prove to be brighter in-
sights for new paths forward. Will we survive if we no
longer believe the literal truth of scriptures, or the
“divine authority” of clergy or creeds? Are there dan-
gerous ideas to contemplate? Is it worth challenging
those who warn us away from healthier, more liberat-
ing viewpoints? 

Later in his extended analysis of what happened
that fateful day in Mann Gulch, Maclean wrote:
“Coming to recognize you are wrong is like coming to
recognize you are sick. You feel bad long before you
admit you have any of the symptoms and certainly
long before you are willing to take your medicine.” A
wise observation. Many times along the way, Ma-
clean had to admit he was on the wrong track, maybe
close to being accurate, but a correction in direction
was necessary. This is of course good science, not re-
ligion. Yet why not religion—good and better reli-
gion?

Can religious faith handle the fires of freethought,
the swirling questions that chase those who try to
break free of restrictive environments? If you are a
person of faith, how do you measure the risk? Most
importantly, at least in my way of thinking, what do
you do when your theories, beliefs, opinions about
matters of faith, are wrong, or at least inadequate to
life’s challenging situations? Is there a clear path of
escape, a way to freedom? 

If you are a secular person, are you able to face the
fires of failed theories? Can you find pleasure, a kind
of deeply felt satisfaction, discovering you may be
wrong?

Maclean’s observations offer lasting lessons to il-
luminate our imaginations.

Chris Highland served as a minister and chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Learn more at chighland.com.
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Catholic school in Lansing 
loses appeal over mask policy

DETROIT – A Catholic school in Lansing has lost an
appeal over a Michigan policy that required masks on
young kids earlier in the pandemic.

Although the statewide mandate ended, some
counties are stepping in and requiring masks in
schools when the 2021-22 year starts.

Resurrection School and some parents sued in
2020, saying a state mask order violated the free exer-
cise of religion, among other objections. A judge, how-

ever, refused to intervene and issue an injunction.
The 6th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals affirmed that

decision Monday.
U.S. District Judge Paul Maloney “correctly con-

cluded that because the requirement to wear a facial
covering applied to students in grades K–5 at both reli-
gious and non-religious schools, it was neutral and of
general applicability,” the court said.

Attorney General Dana Nessel, whose department
defended the policy, praised the decision.

“As science has proven and now the 6th Circuit
agrees, enacting a mask mandate in the manner in

which MDHHS did so does not violate one’s rights — it
is a measure by which we can better protect public
health,” Nessel said, referring to the health depart-
ment. 

Separately, the state had argued that the school’s
appeal was moot and meaningless because a state-
wide mask rule had ended by summer. But the appeals
court disagreed and still heard the case.

The Michigan health department could revive a
mask mandate if COVID-19 cases get worse, the court
noted.
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