Same-sex marriage battle shifts to children
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With Conservative Prime Minister Stephen Harper promising a free vote on re-opening the same-sex marriage issue this fall, the positions of Canadian churches to the innovation is unchanged from where it was last June, when Liberal Prime Minister Paul Martin's government passed Bill C-38 into law. But they may have less energy. On the third anniversary of the Ontario Superior Court decision, mandating same-sex marriage, the big change in the landscape has been a shift in the public focus to the long-term effects of same-sex marriage on children. But there may be no broad, fervent constituency on that issue. Any church activism will arise on the "pro" same-sex marriage side from United Church clergy, Reformed Jews, the tiny Unitarian Church and the even tinier gay Metropolitan Church. On the "con" side, faith-based activism will arise from the roughly 15 to 20% conservative evangelical and Catholic grassroots.

"Most Canadians just want to move on," said Rev. Brent Hawkes of the gay Metropolitan Community Church of Toronto. "That doesn't mean they support (same-sex) marriage; it just means they want to move on. It's done," he said. "The evangelicals made a major mistake when they said the world would fall apart, that clergy would be forced to marry gays. It's been three years and there's been thousands of marriages, and the worst-case scenario hasn't happened."

Joseph Ben-Ami, director of the Ottawa-based Institute for Canadian Values, said the public debate previously focused on the abstract issue of personal rights. Gay activists focused on their right to have their relationships recognized as equivalent to heterosexual marriage, and a largely evangelical opposition resisted extending a legal right to what they believe immoral. "There's been no debate on the issue of public policy outcomes for society at large: the outcomes for children, outcomes for families, outcomes for the whole relationship between the state and the family," said Ben-Ami. "For some of us, the issue has always been the effects on children and families, but only now that the rights issue seems settled can all the public policy consequences come to the surface."

The shift in the public focus on same-sex marriage to its effects on children, rather than homosexual rights, is broad. The 12 member groups of the Defend Marriage Coalition include the Catholic Civil Rights League, the mainly evangelical Canada Family Action Coalition, the mainly Mormon United Mothers and Fathers, four Quebec-based Christian groups and the secular Enshrine Marriage Canada. And the central plank of the coalition is the assertion that traditional marriage "protects vulnerable children, who do best when raised by their own mothers and fathers." Though the mainstream media has little opportunity to "connect the dots," the substance of the news is shifting to the fate of children.

* The French National Assembly published its 453-page Report on the Family and the Rights of Children in February, rejecting decisively same-sex marriage, homosexual adoption, and artificial reproduction for homosexuals, arguing that these violate a child's right to a stable family with biological parents. Legislators must ensure "children, confronted with mutations in family models, be taken fully into account and not suffer from situations imposed on them by adults." And children's interests "must take precedence over adults' exercise of their freedom and lifestyle choices."

* In April, the Massachusetts anti-discrimination law forced Catholic Charities of Boston, widely lauded for placing foster children in adopting families, to close its adoption services. The Catholic agency refused to place children with homosexual couples, calling that child abuse, and Massachusetts legislators refused to grant them a religious waiver.

* Early this month, an Ontario judge ruled the provincial birth registry must include both members of a lesbian couple as "mothers" of children conceived by artificial insemination, not the natural parents. Superior Court Justice Paul Rivard said the requirement to register natural parents caused lesbian couples unjustified "pain and hardship," by leaving an impression their families are "wrong or unnatural." It is now unclear if biological parentage will be recorded for a child's later use and needs.

* After a human rights complaint, B.C.'s Ministry of Education has signed a contract with a same-sex couple to revise its public school curriculum. Elementary teacher Murray Corren and spouse Peter alleged the "omission and suppression of queer issues" and gay stories in schools was systemic discrimination, implying that "all people should be heterosexual." So the  government will give them an "unprecedented right" to edit the curriculum.While parents could once pull their kids from sex-ed, they will not be allowed to skip the revised social studies curriculum. And independent schools may not be exempt.

* In May, the Australian government quashed a new civil relationships law, enacted by the Australian Capital Territory government, that would have given same-sex couples all the adoption and custodial rights of married couples. The civil relationship was marriage in all but name, said the federal justice minister, and violated a 2004 statute restricting marriage to one man and one woman.

* When world-renowned medical ethicist Margaret Somerville testified against same-sex marriage before Parliament, last summer, she attracted little attention. But she attracted more, this month, when gay activists tried to stop Ryerson University from awarding her an honorary degree for her work in ethics. Ryerson said it would not have granted her the degree, had it known her extreme position - that a child has "a right to a biological mother and father, to be reared by them, unless there are good reasons to the contrary" (in her words).

Institute for Canadian Values' Ben-Ami said faith-based opponents to same-sex marriage were previously slow to voice the nature-based public policy arguments against it. But he blames the Canadian government for not studying the policy consequences as thoroughly as the French. "The central issue isn't the rights of same-sex relations, but the centrality of children and the family, and their relationship to the state," said the former B'nai Brith Canada director. "The evidence is so overwhelming for the (traditional) family, it's amazing we still debate it. The main cause of child poverty and crime is family breakup. So the government must rethink its entire family policy in terms of taxation, family law, everything."

Former Conservative MP Grant Hill, now with www.restoremarriage.ca, said the broadening of the public debate, from faith-versus-sexuality to the good of children, could result in a broader but less fervent grass roots opposition to same-sex marriage. "Lots of Canadians don't care about religion, but they have kids," said Hill. "They can say that all this won't have any impact on their own families, but there's a sociological effect over time on the society as a whole." Hill was impressed by the French National Assembly report and its sociological data. Assessing research on children being raised by same-sex couples, the Assembly criticized pro-gay submissions for "a flagrant lack of objectivity." And since marriage is more than a "contractual recognition of love," but "a framework of rights and obligations to welcome the child and provide harmonious development," marriage must be "reserved strictly for heterosexual couples." (A link to the French Assembly report is found at

www.lifesite.net)

The second time around, opposition to same-sex marriage will be less explicitly religious, and more diffuse because of it. Yet active opponents are still marked by religious commitment. Almost four-in-five Canadians tell the census they are Christian (versus 16% with no religion and 6% with another faith), but only one-in-five go to church weekly, and another 15% at least monthly.

The United Church of Canada, with over 500,000 active members and still the largest Protestant church, supports same-sex marriage denominationally, but "local option" prevails for conservative congregations. A 2003 poll found over 50% of members count as conservative evangelicals. So the UCC loses over 2% yearly to conservative denominations, and is half its size of 1965. The Anglican Church of Canada, with roughly 250,000 members, and also losing 2% yearly, may split over its blessing same-sex unions and consequent expulsion from the Global Communion. General Synod has not endorsed same-sex blessings, but accepts them and affirms the "sanctity" of same-sex relations. The conservative Essentials movement forms an "alternative denomination" inside the ACC. But how many ordinary members might join Essentials, if the ACC is thrown out of the Global communion in 2008, is anyone's guess. With the exception of 200,000 active Lutherans, largely opposed, mainstream Protestants are divided.

The Catholic Church in Quebec has single-digit attendance and high support for same-sex marriage. In the Rest of Canada, the roughly 25% Catholic population enjoys 25% weekly attendance and higher membership. Yet, except for Calgary's Bishop Fred Henry, the leadership focuses more on statements than energizing members. So Catholic activism arises from the conservative laity "con," comprising perhaps 8% of Canadians, and a very tiny cohort of liberal clergy "pro." The 12% conservative evangelicals, a cohort that grew 50% in a decade, is the core opposition to same-sex marriage. And in a cultural struggle for Canada's "mushy middle," they may seem to outweigh the 3% of homosexual Canadians. But evangelicals do not have a clear institutional voice and are unrepresented in major cultural institutions - the media, academy, bureaucracy and the arts. So the influence of the 15-20% of socially conservative Catholics and evangelicals will hinge on their ability to bring direct pressure on parliamentarians. At this level, the 2% Muslim and 1% each Buddhist, Hindu and Sikh voters provide "optics" but little clout.

Gay marriage activist Kevin Bourassa, who won the Ontario Superior Court case redefining marriage, said, "This issue was decided on June 10, 2003, by Justice Roy McMurtry, and everything since then has been grinding of teeth and pulling of hair." "I don't think 'the churches' have run out of steam, because the United Church, the Jewish Reformed, Quakers and my own Metropolitan Community Church were instrumental in that court decision," Bourassa said. "It's never been the church against the gays, but just a tiny group of angry extremists, trying to suppress our religious freedom."

Meanwhile, the federal tourism agency is marketing Canada to U.S. homosexuals as an ideal place to "tie the knot." The Vancouver-based Canadian Tourism Commission has a glossy ad campaign in the gay American travel magazine Passport, directing same-sex couples to resorts and cruises with marriage packages. A commission spokesman told CanWest News Service its goal was not political. "This is a very important niche," said CTC's Yolaine Dupont. "We don't get into the politics," said Dupont.
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