White Limos, Red Velvet, and Elvis:
What Vegas (And Disney) Can Teach the Church about Weddings
Kimberly Bracken Long

The day began at the Clark County Marriage License Bureau, where hopeful couples snaked their way along a roped pathway that would eventually take them to a county clerk.  It could have been the DMV, but the licenses they sought would open to them not just the roadways but the most treacherous, and potentially rewarding, journey of their lives:  marriage.

Outside, I perched on a stone wall to talk to anyone who was willing.  I met the mother of an 18-year-old son and his very pregnant soon-to-be bride.  They were living with her, and three days earlier she half-jokingly, half-seriously suggested that they could go to Vegas to get married.  They thought about it overnight, and told her the next day they thought the idea was a good one.  So they got up early that morning and she drove them to Las Vegas to make it official.  


I spoke with a man who came to translate for his long-time friend.  They were Spanish-speaking; he and his wife were fluent in English, but the friend and his companion of eight years were not. So, the friends made the trip together to allow the long-time lovers to tie the knot.


Next I met a British couple with two children in tow.  The husband-to-be asked me if I had change for a twenty-dollar bill (which I didn’t), so I asked him what he needed.  A quarter, to make a phone call to a wedding chapel who’d promised to pick them up, he said.  I lent him my cell phone and we struck up a conversation.  It turns out that the bride and groom had both been married before, and they wanted this wedding to be entirely different than their previous ones.  What could be more different than Vegas?

I saw folks enter the court building who looked like they’d been up all night, drinking and playing the slots.  A few middle-aged folks who were trying to get it right this time.  Two smartly dressed African American couples who were going to go through this rite of passage together.  People from all sorts of places, with all sorts of stories, all with some version of the same dream of wedded bliss.


As I talked with people, I noticed one white limousine after another pull up to the curb.  I struck up a conversation with the handbillers who populated the busiest corner outside the marriage license bureau.  Their jobs were to press advertisements into the palms of couples who were coming for licenses but did not yet have a place to be married.  There are scores of wedding chapels in Las Vegas, and couples make their way through a gauntlet of handbillers to get to the marriage license bureau.  These solicitors must be fairly successful, because the white limousines sent by various wedding chapels appear every minute or so, ready to carry off the next hopeful couple to their nuptials.


Next I headed over to A Little White Wedding Chapel, where one of the limo drivers told me I could get a good lunch at the Cuban restaurant in the Howard Johnson’s next door.  He was right – the food was great – and I got a glimpse of the motel’s own wedding facilities. After lunch, I went to meet the proprietor of A Little White Wedding Chapel, one of the oldest such establishments in the city.  Charolette Richards, is a trim and fashionable woman in her 70s.  “The Wedding Queen of the West,”
 Ms. Richards has been a part of Vegas’ wedding industry for 54 years and she was intent on explaining her high standards for what goes on in her business.  Only properly ordained clergy can be part of her staff (no internet ordinations for her). 
“When people get married here I want to make sure I have the right ministers,” she told me, “[ministers] that marry people with sincerity and honesty.”  Frank Sinatra got married here back in the days when all the couples who came in were well-dressed, the women wearing pillbox hats and the men in suits.  But Ms. Richards is not impressed by celebrity.  “I’m not a person that follows the stars.  I follow the One that made the stars,” she tells me, as she describes her work in the wedding chapel business as a “calling.”   

Ms. Richards’ establishment offers multiple levels of customer service. Couples may opt to wear their street clothes (including t-shirts labeled “bride” and “groom” that are sold in the lobby) and be led through a simple, brief ceremony.  Or, they may choose to enjoy a more elaborate event, complete with rental gowns, rental tuxedos, recorded music, and/or a live Elvis to sing during the ceremony.  
The property includes five separate chapels, variously sized and decorated to accommodate the needs of couples, whether they come alone or bring family and friends to observe the wedding.  The chapel just off the entrance is, indeed, little and white, with a few rows of painted church pews and an electric organ in the back (the space in front is reserved for the presider, the photographer, and Elvis).  The other four chapels, variously sized and housed in an adjacent building, are furnished with red velvet Victorian-style settees; cascading folds of gold lamé adorn stands of silk flowers that frame the minister and couple at the front of each room.  Between the two buildings is the Tunnel of Love Drive-Thru, which sports a sky-blue ceiling adorned with cherubs and stars and allows couples driving private cars or motorcycles to make their vows to one another without exiting their vehicles.
  A pink Cadillac convertible can be rented for this purpose as well.  At the drive-up window inside the tunnel, an officiant leans out to take care of the financial, legal, and marital transactions in a helpful and efficient manner.
Ms. Richards’ entire staff is congenial. Among them are the motherly woman who came out from the counter where she was selling accessories to proffer a tissue and instruct a young bride and groom to spit out their gum; the limousine driver poised to take the next call from a couple waiting at the marriage license bureau; Chad, the Elvis impersonator, who waits around during the day until his services are needed, and really does have a pretty good voice; the 80-something “adopted mother” of Ms. Richards who plays the organ before, during, and after the services in the diminutive white chapel.

All that attention to detail draws hundreds of people a year.  During my visit I met an 
Irish couple renewing their vows after ten years (the wife cheerily snorted while repeating “for richer or poorer.”), a young white couple in faded jeans (the bride rolled her eyes and said “yeah” when I offered my best wishes), and another youngish couple who waited to wave to their children back home in Tennessee while a parent fumbled with a cell phone.  Meanwhile, a large Latino family gathered outside on the Astroturf  under the gazebo.  In the lobby, a fashionable middle-aged French couple waited stiffly on a pew in the lobby until an officiant was free.

Three officiants were on duty the day I visited, as front desk staff triaged the couples who walked through the door, sending them to the next available minister.  In the midst of the hubbub of couples presenting their licenses and paying their fees, each officiant was introduced to the couple who was next in line.  The officiant asked three questions:  (1) Do you have any rings? (2) Is anyone walking the bride down the aisle? and (3) Do you want prayer or not?   The couple was then whisked into the chapel best suited for their needs and, in just a few minutes’ time, they had heard advice about what makes for a good marriage, made their vows to one another, and shared a kiss.  After exchanging embraces and words of thanks, they were soon swept from the chapel and out onto the street while another couple took their place.


As unlikely as it might seem, one could argue that Las Vegas can teach the church a thing or two about weddings.  First, a Vegas wedding chapel will meet you where you are.  Whether you are in a t-shirt and jeans or a fluffy white gown, you are welcome.  No judgment, no expectations.


Second, there’s no time like the present.  No need for two-year engagements where wedding planning takes over the lives of couples and their parents, adding what amounts to a full-time job to the usual stressors of modern life.  

Third, and most important, weddings do not have to be expensive.  The basic fee at A Little White Wedding Chapel is $55.  Couples can choose from a variety of packages that will, of course, drive up the price.  But it is conceivable that one’s wedding could cost a couple of hundred dollars instead of tens of thousands of dollars.  In an era where the wedding industry drives the decisions that brides and their mothers make, the church could use a reminder that a wedding doesn’t “have to” look a certain way.  

That is a hard sell, though, to women who have been trained from an early age to imagine themselves as brides.  In her illuminating book, One Perfect Day: The Selling of the American Wedding, Rebecca Mead points out that the wedding industry is big business, and brides are, first and foremost, consumers.  Even those women who promise themselves they are not going to get sucked in to all the hype end up at the CVS counter with twenty-five pounds of bridal magazines.
 
Reporting a conversation with a group of brides-to-be, Mead describes the range of answers she received to the question, “What’s a wedding for?”  For some, it was about family; for others, a party with friends.  Others recognized a religious aspect to the nuptials, while still others, decidedly atheist, saw it as an opportunity for fun.  During the discussion, they all searched to define what would make their weddings significant.  “But there was no consensus on where that significance lay; indeed, there were contradictions,” explains Mead.  “A wedding was a celebration of family; it was a celebration of self. It was a religious sacrament; it was an excuse for a party. It was an expression of personal taste; it was an enactment of tradition.  What a wedding was for, it seemed, was up for grabs.”

These women did share one common experience, however; “each had encountered a wedding industry intent upon ensuring that her experience of being a bride—whatever else it meant to her, culturally and personally—amounted to a transformation into a new kind of consumer.”

My own experience as a mother-of-the-groom, which serendipitously coincided with a year-long sabbatical during which I was conducting research on weddings, confirmed Mead’s findings.  A visit to the Newport Wedding Show offered a glimpse into the sorts of pressures to which brides are exposed.  Bakers offered samples of wedding cakes, cupcakes, cakepops, and  cakeballs. Florists outdid one another with extravagant designs for bouquets, arbors, pews, tabletops, corsages, and all varieties of dramatic displays.  Photographers showed videos and exhibited elaborate photo books that showed attractive couples posing before breathtaking vistas.  Reception venues showcased plated samples of the dinners they would serve, while wait staff circulated with trays of hors d’oeuvres and champagne. Models descended a dramatic staircase showing off the season’s most exquisite gowns and headpieces.  And then there were the vendors that I did not expect to see:  those selling Lasik surgery, Botox treatments, spa packages for the female members of the wedding party, and mortgages.  Research shows that brides also receive solicitations for home equity loans (to finance the wedding), dance lessons, laser hair removal…and the list goes on.
Mead points out that in America, weddings are seen as opportunities for self-expression.  At the same time, however, it is an occasion that evokes a strong desire to “observe some form of propriety…a desire to enact a role that has been scripted by some source more authoritative than their own powers of invention.”
  In a culture where novelty is highly valued, it is not clear where the source of this authority lies.  Mead contends “that the wedding industry has eagerly stepped into this vacuum of authority, and that as a consequence the American wedding is shaped as much by commerce and marketing as it is by those influences couples might prefer to think of as affecting their nuptial choices, such as social propriety, religious observance, or familial expectation. Becoming engaged amounts to a change in one’s social status…but it also marks the moment of transformation into a potential consumer of bridal products.”


This consumer model is certainly apparent here in Orlando, at Walt Disney World, where a couple may be transported to the Wedding Pavilion by Cinderella’s Coach ($2500).  Disney’s Fairy Tale Weddings & Honeymoons program offers a wide range of possibilities for the hopeful couple, from a simple ceremony with eighteen guests (along with a bouquet, buttoniere, wedding cake, champagne, and one violinist) to “a wedding conducted in Disney’s MGM Studios theme park, with the couple and guests cast as movie stars being mobbed by Disney employees enacting the roles of avid movie fans.”
  The “crown jewel,” however, is the plantation-style pavilion that waits at the end of a gated bridge crossing the Seven Seas Lagoon.   Along with the state-of-the-art audio and videography equipment (tastefully concealed, of course), an organ stands ready for a Disney organist to play “Someday My Prince Will Come” from Snow White or “When You Wish Upon A Star,” from Pinocchio.
 The marketing staff is clear about their goals:  if they can provide an enchanting wedding and honeymoon experience for couples, they will be more likely to return for anniversaries, vow renewals, and trips to Disney World with their future children.

Mead’s assertion that couples are consumers seeking guidance from some authority--any authority--ought to perk up the ears of a church that has lost its way when it comes to weddings.  If, in fact, couples are seeking some authority or guidance, why is the church allowing the wedding industry to provide it?  If the church is going to continue participating in weddings, we need to provide couples with an alternate vision to the one that drains their bank accounts or those of their parents (or, worse, puts them into debt), and allows the media—or the marketing staff at Walt Disney World—to dictate what a wedding should be like.  Perhaps Disney, then, can alert us to couples’ unwitting identity as consumers, while Las Vegas might show the church that economy, expediency, and simplicity are possible when it comes to weddings.  

It may be what’s missing in a Vegas wedding, however, that has the most to teach the church.  At the end of a day exploring the Vegas wedding scene, I was left feeling disturbed and demoralized. Gradually, I realized that this came from the lack of three things:  a community, a story, and a way of life.  As I recalled the events of the day, I was struck with the sense of isolation that pervaded both the marriage license bureau and the wedding chapel:  the English couple, clutching the hands of their children, so many miles from their home; the gum-chewing couple looking oh-so-young and unenthused; the well-dressed French couple who seemed to have expected something very different; and, in the midst of it all, the realization that no couple can succeed at marriage alone.  A look at the history of marriage reveals that a couple marrying for love, independent of family concerns and loyalties, is a relatively recent construct. Until the nineteenth century, marriages were arranged or encouraged on the basis of economics; for both farmers and gentry, the joining of families helped to ensure their stability and growth.
  Yet Americans in the early 21st century see marriage as a private affair rather than one that takes place within a framework of relationships, often leaving them without family support, social networks, or ties to a religious community. 
At its best, the church is able to provide a community within which couples may contemplate, celebrate, and live into marriage.  Rather than walking down an aisle to meet a minister who is a stranger in the midst of a room of empty chairs—or idling at the window where a presider leans out to collect a fee and say the necessary words—a couple who marries within a church community is surrounded with people who know them, love them, and support them. In some cases, wedding guests voice their affirmation of the marriage and promise to do everything in their power to uphold it.
  Those who attend Quaker weddings affix their signatures to the marriage certificate to acknowledge their presence and pledge their ongoing care.  In this day and age, of course, those who gather for a wedding often are not all from the local community; friends and family often travel long distances to join together, and destination weddings are popular even among practicing Christians.  Nevertheless, a couple with ties to a particular church community may indeed experience the sense of being part of a larger body of people—the body of Christ—who cares what happens to their marriage.  
Added to this sense of marriage as a private affair is the lack of a larger narrative within which couples may understand their life together.  Although the weddings I observed at A Little White Wedding Chapel were all conducted by Christian ministers, each presider chose his or her own words without reference to a larger Christian story.  One minister began the service by saying that marriage is “two people becoming one.  It’s not one person dominating the other, neither is it rules or regulations.  But it’s the two of you, hand in hand and heart in heart, loving only each other.”  Toward the end of the service, he counseled the couple before him that by filling their marriage with love, laughter, and communication, they would enjoy “a long, prosperous and blessed marriage.”  (This was declared just before Elvis, a.k.a. Chad, started the recorded accompaniment and launched into singing, “Lord, Almighty, I feel my temperature rising….”)  There was nothing spoken that caused offense, but neither was anything said about this couple being connected to anyone else.  Furthermore, the story of their marriage was in no way related to the story of the God who made them, claimed them, and blessed them, or to a body of believers who would pray for them, listen to them, encourage them, and support them.
Contrast this scene to how Monica Wood describes the young priest in her novel, Any Bitter Thing:
Of all his pastoral duties, marrying brings him the most pleasure….When he utters the word ‘sacrament,’ the engaged couple lift their faces as one face.  The word is a poetic intrusion, crisp with consonants, the very sound of it both precise and evocative.  He introduces the word with gravity, a hint of melodrama. Even the ones who come reluctantly, at the behest of Catholic parents footing the bill, or out of plain nostalgia for the rituals of their childhood, even they perk up at this unexpected word for what they are about to do and promise.

Regardless of how committed the couple is to the church, this priest allows his own joy in, and marvel of, the mystery of marriage to spill over, giving a hopeful couple the sense that the life they are beginning together is connected to something larger than they are.  The question of whether his church, or any church, continues to help couples connect the story of their marriage to the larger story of God and God’s people is another matter; but at least, here, there is a glimpse of something more.

A day in Vegas awakens an urge toward a sort of evangelism to share Christian theology and practices, the desire to tell anyone who will listen that their marriage can be a place where Christ is made present, where glimpses of the glory of God can be seen, and where the Holy Spirit upholds, guides, challenges, and sustains.  If we will mine them, the riches of the Christian story can offer great gifts to people who would be married, and Christian theology can provide the church with something to say into the near-vacuum that has been created by the winds of the age.  


But the church hasn’t been saying much, and pastors are disgruntled and dismayed.  As I traveled across the country during my sabbatical, interviewing pastors from a wide range of communities and contexts, the stories sounded very much the same.  Ministers are tired of feeling like functionaries, cogs in a wedding machine that is so big it barely acknowledges their presence.  They are weary of couples seeking out a minister long after all of the wedding arrangements have been made, and their cynicism causes them to resent it when the DJ is paid more than they are.  Some of them have gotten out of the wedding business altogether, refusing to sign marriage licenses because they object to serving as agents of the state, and performing only religious ceremonies for committed Christians.  Still others have simply given in, no longer hoping to make a difference, finally admitting that all the pre-marital counseling and personality inventories in the world do not make much difference when it comes to whether people stay married, or have anything to do with the church.  They say thank you for the little honorarium they are given (if they are given one at all), and move on.

There are certainly pastors out there who take weddings seriously and do them well.  They insist on pre-marital counseling and the couple’s active engagement with the church.  They cultivate relationships between themselves and the couple and engender connections with the wider church community.  But they are the exception, and not the rule, and even they admit that most of the resources available to them in this work are therapeutic, and not theological, in nature.

The church has stood idly by while others have called the shots.  Brides consult wedding planning websites like The Knot with religious fervor, following “the ultimate wedding checklist,” ogling “1000+ wedding dress photos,” and passing judgment on “500+ gorgeous cakes” as they plan the big event.
  Wedding coordinators sweep past fumbling pastors as they take charge of ceremonies, pushing communion tables and baptismal fonts out of the way.  Maybe there is a reason that in Hollywood ministers stammer like Rowan Atkinson nervously calling upon the “Holy Spigot” in Four Weddings and a Funeral; we haven’t made a very good impression.


There is cause for optimism, however.  My research has also taught me that there is a great deal of enthusiasm among pastors for identifying and articulating the unique gifts the church has to offer when it comes to preparing for, celebrating, and sustaining marriages.  The time is ripe for the church to re-think its involvement in weddings and offer a distinctively Christian understanding of marriage. 

The project is a big one, and I can only point to it here.  It is time to acknowledge in public discourse that what has been touted as the “biblical view of marriage” has little to do with what is actually in the Bible.  In Scripture, concubines abound, Jesus says precious little about the institution, and the epistles speak to social contexts far different that our own.  We must reconsider classic biblical metaphors (such as the Church as the bride of Christ) in light of contemporary feminist critiques and expand the range of scriptural sources that inform our understanding of marriage.  What might the Song of Songs, for instance, show couples about a love relationship full of mutual adoration?  Or what difference might Paul make when he exhorts his readers to “outdo one another in showing honor (Romans 12:10)?”
For the sake of Christians and non-Christians alike, it is time to voice a progressive theology of marriage that takes seriously the contemporary American social context.  The frequency of divorce, the reality of sex before marriage, longer life-spans, the financial and familial complexities of widowhood, and the growing acceptance of same-sex unions require a new understanding of what marriage is and who it is for.
  
Furthermore, we must be intentional about offering insights and suggesting practices for those contemplating marriage, providing theological perspective for those doing the hard work of staying married, and giving a framework of redemption and hope for those whose marriages have ended.  The body of Christ need not be a place of secrecy or shame when it comes to marriage, but rather a place of abundant life.  For those who believe, and those who do not, the church can offer a vision of marriage that is life-giving – one in which couples practice forgiveness as a daily habit, value the interests of the other above one’s own in an economy of mutuality, and seek to be agents of compassion and justice to those around them.
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