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The wedding gift
Despite temporary setbacks, we’re on our way to permanent equality

t ( t T T  elcome to the family.” That’s what my partner’s
sister and brother said to me on the day we mar­
ried. And although 1 already felt that I was 
accepted as part of the family, I understood that 
on our wedding day, things changed. We partici­

pated in a ritual that is part of joining this big, loving family, a ritual 
that meant I was clearly and irrevocably a relative for the first time: a 
sister-in-law, a daughter-in-law and, for some reason the hardest word 
for me, a wife.

There wasn’t a dry eye in the room when we got married. I cried 
so hard I could barely say my vows! When I asked Missy’s 80- 
something grandmother (my grandmother-in-law?) what she thought 
about her first same-sex wedding, she said, “1 didn’t know what to 
expect, but it’s not a bit different from anyone else.” 1 
had to agree. We had chosen vows that we didn’t 
realize were the same as Missy’s sister, and our wed­
ding just seemed like any couple who decide to marry 
on the fly and invite family and friends to their home 
for the ceremony: spontaneous, heartfelt, lovely.
Everything our wedding lacked in terms of planning 
was more than compensated by the knowledge that 
we were making history.

It’s been two months now, and my happiness has 
become more complicated. 1 know I’m not alone in this 
because here at Basic Rights Oregon, we get a lot of calls 
from people who, like me, are anxious. We worry over 
the threats that are being made by those who want to 
take our marriages away. We have conversations with 
people who mean well but who think we should just call 
our marriages something else so we don’t offend anyone.
We hold our breath when we hear about a new court 
decision and then try to understand what it all means for 
us personally.

Marriage is never easy, but we have a lot more to 
face than most newlyweds. Missy’s grandma was only 
partly right— our relationships aren’t so different, but 
our marriages are, at least for now. Those 3,000 cou­
ples who chose to marry here in Oregon were also 
choosing to make history, and our “ I do’s” meant that we were laying 
our hearts on the line because we have the radical notion that our 
love and commitment to our partners and families is equal to our 
neighbors’.

In doing so, we were taking an enormous risk, as was everyone we 
love who supported our marriages. We risked something incredibly per­
sonal and huge: our happiness. Because part of the joy that was pouring 
out of Multnomah County was about what it feels like to experience 
equality, real equality. Not domestic partnership equality, not civil union 
equality, but marriage equality. It’s something most of us never thought 
we’d see, so we didn’t spend a lot of time complaining about it. Many of
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us convinced ourselves marriage wasn’t important, because part of living 
a happy life in an unequal world is learning to gently lower our expecta­
tions. Like many people, I believe that if you spend all your time focused 
on what you don’t have, you don’t appreciate the beauty around you.

But in this moment, this shining moment, we just as gently stepped 
over our lowered expectations and took a step into new territory. It was 
tremendous, it was joyous, it was exhilarating. What I don’t know that 
we realized as we took that step, however, was that history is not static. 
Stepping into it is like standing in the (Kean tide— the force of the pull, 
back and forth, can knock you off your feet. You don’t know where 
you’ll be pulled or where you’ll end up. That’s what’s happening now.

These are some very uncertain times. We have had court decisions, 
recall campaigns of our heroic commissioners, threats from the Legisla­

ture, and many of us have had uncomfortable conversa­
tions with people we love and thought we could count 
on. Personally, I’ve never been a part of such a historic 
moment, and I had no idea how emotional it would be. 
It has made me think differently about the other civil 
rights movements I’ve read about and has given me new 
respect for everyone involved.

We knew our marriages would take love and com­
mitment, and we knew we would have to show courage. 
But I don’t think we had time to prepare for what 
would follow, and I don’t think we knew how vulnera­
ble we would feel. It is almost unbearable to think that 
anyone would try to take our rights away or even that 
we might experience temporary setbacks on our way to 
permanent equality.

This is what I know for sure: We have a long road 
ahead, and we have got to stay strong. No matter what 
happens, we will end up ahead of where we started, if 
only because we see ourselves as equal in a way that we 
never did before. This is how change happens— herky- 
jerky, with no clear end point and wins and losses along 
the way. Change is emotional, life-changing, nail-biting 
and completely irrational. Change is annoying, un­
predictable and terrifying. But change is also what 
makes a life worth living, what creates the memories 

we’ll treasure forever, what embodies our hopes and dreams, including 
the hopes and dreams that sprang from some of our own darkest times.

We’re not going back. We made a promise that included “for bet­
ter or for worse,” and it’s true that our “for worse” includes all these 
threats that most couples will never face. But you know what? Most 
couples never get to know that their wedding day was important not 
only to them, hut to generations of people who might never have to 
settle for less than full equality. That’s the most precious wedding gift 
of all. j n

Roey T horpe is the executive director o f Basic Rights Oregon.
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