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Tom Hanks can officiate your wedding! The Bridge of Spies star told
Extra that it cost him less than $40 to become ordained to officiate
Allison Williams’ wedding to Ricky Van Veen earlier this month. “Here's
what I did,” Hanks recalled. “I studied the ministry for over $35. And if
you want to call me the Right Reverend Tom Hanks, I think you
should”. “I'm for rent,” the funnyman, 59, joked. “If you can afford the

honorarium, I'll be there for ya™.

Marriage has been in the news lately with the rapid public
acceptance of equal rights for homosexual persons to get married and the
promulgation of enabling legislation in a number of countries. The debate
has not been on marriage as a (hopefully) lifelong partnership between
two people, though. It has centred on the specific act of getting married.
Almost unnoticed in the commotion there has been another change
happening in that act, though. It is not about “who gets married to
whom?”, but about “who declares them married?”.

Even in supposedly traditional religious circles, we see exceptions
and innovations in this regard: Reiss®, for example, reports on a wedding
officiated by a Rabbi and two Catholic Priests. In 2010, Chelsea Clinton,
daughter of ex-President Bill Clinton and Current presidential hopeful
Hillary Clinton was married in a ceremony co-officiated by a Methodist
minister and a rabbi’. The wedding was denounced in 2016 by Israeli
Tourism Minister Yariv Levin, himself a secular Jew, as a sign of the
decline of Reform Judaism:

Assimilation is taking place on a vast scale.
They’re not even tracking this properly in their
communities. It’s evidenced by the fact that a man
who calls himself a Reform rabbi stands there with
a priest and officiates at the wedding of the
daughter of Hillary Clinton and no one condemns it
and so it gets legitimized".

Beyond the bounds of religious tradition, however, more radical
events are occurring. There is an increasing trend of people choosing to be
married by a friend, a mentor, or a colleague who became a minister for a
day. Websites have appeared that give legal cover to the occasion by
ordaining such individuals. Welcome to the world of online ordination.

The wedding as ritual entrance-point into marriage is a rite of
passage in almost all cultures’, and in contemporary western society the
custom, and legal requirement, is that a duly appointed official represents
the state and oversees the transition of two people from being isolated
individuals to being legally united. This custom has become so deeply
engrained in western society that it seems to be beyond questioning.
Unless you have physically appeared in front of a state-sanctioned official,
filled in the paperwork and declared your transition in front of witnesses,
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you are not married, merely “living together”, “co-habiting”, or “shacking
up”. The wedding ceremony brings about a qualitative shift in the way two
people are expected to interact, and in how the rest of society will see
them.

But who is this state-sanctioned official? In most European countries
that trace their legal system to the Code Napoléon, the state itself supplies
the official. The actual position of the marriage officer in non-wedding
situations varies: he or she may be a judge, a specialized municipal official,
or a notary public, depending on the country involved. Those who are
religious are free to hold a supplementary religious ceremony that, for all
its spiritual meaning, does not carry much legal weight. In the
Netherlands, for example,

Only a civil marriage is legally valid. A church
ceremony alone is insufficient. A wedding in the
Church cannot take place before a civil wedding
with the registrar®.

In other countries, the pendulum has swung the other way and the
state has completely abdicated the wedding ceremony to religious
interests. Israel is the most prominent example here’. But even in Israel,
the state needs to make provision for the recognition of marriages
contracted outside its borders, which has led to a lucrative wedding
industry on the island of Cyprus where non-religious and interreligious
Israeli (and Lebanese) couples flock to get married®.

In countries with an Anglophone legal and cultural heritage, secular
marriage officials exist as well, and it is possible to enter into an entirely
secular marriage by engaging the services of a justice of the peace or
another suitably qualified government official.’ In some California
counties, it is even possible to be deputized as a Deputy Marriage
Commissioner just for the day of the wedding ™.

But the Anglophone state has also outsourced the wedding ceremony
to religious professionals, giving the “church wedding” an equal legal
status with the “city hall wedding”. We are painting with a broad brush
here, and it is easy enough to find exceptions on either side, but mostly
these are the patterns we see in western society today: the entanglement
of state and religion exists on a continuum from total domination by
either religion or state, with most societies somewhere in the centre of the
continuum,.

The Anglophone state has historically not released its control over
the appointment of marriage officers completely, though. In South Africa,
for example, one needs a letter of recommendation from one's religious
organization, and then one has to pass an examination on the legal
requirements for conducting a wedding. Indeed, South Africa combines
the role of marriage officer with that of a Commissioner of Oaths, so that
nearly every priest and minister, and a good proportion of the rabbis and
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imams, in the country are able to provide minor legal services such as the
authentication of documents.

If the state is to outsource the wedding ceremony to religion and its
functionaries, immediately the question arises “which religious officials
from which religion(s)?” Historically the state has restricted the
organizations it was willing to empower in this regard. To use another
example from South Africa, Paragraph 3 of the Marriage Act'' states that,

(1) The Minister and any officer in the public
service authorized thereto by him may designate
any minister of religion of, or any person holding a
responsible position in, any religious denomination
or organization to be, so long as he is such a
minister or occupies such position, a marriage
officer for the purpose of solemnizing marriages
according to Christian, Jewish or Mohammedan
[sic] rites or the rites of any Indian religion."

When the Buddhist community first approached the authorities
about the possibility of appointing Buddhists as marriage officers, they
were informed that the government had no category for them and that
they would have to register under the rubric “Indian religion”, a category
that had always been understood to mean Hinduism. The general trend,
however, is for more religions to be allowed to function in this way. While
the legislation allowed for “Mohammedan” marriage officers, bureaucratic
fear of polygamy delayed their appointment until the first Muslim
marriage officers in South Africa were appointed in 2014". There are
countries where Humanist organisations have obtained the authority to
conduct weddings: In Scotland, the number of such weddings now rival
those of traditional church weddings".

However, the state has largely allowed the religious organizations
themselves to select the candidates for this position. If a Catholic priest
wishes to register as a wedding officer, the state does not ask if he is a
good, pious priest. As long as the Catholic Church certifies that he is
indeed a priest by their standards, the state will normally acquiesce.

This reluctance on the part of the state to conduct in-depth
investigations into the spiritual qualities of an applicant is a key factor in
the rise of online ordination. Secularization has seen to it that the
contemporary Anglophone state is ever less inclined to dabble in theology,
or to declare firmly for or against a specific religious organization.
Nowhere is this more prevalent than in the United States of America,
where a court once refused to consider the religious bona fides, or
otherwise, of something as unorthodox as the Church of Body
Modification®. Other societies, even other western societies, have no
problem with essentially declaring a specific organisation to be a
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fraudulent religion, as can be seen in the German government's long-
running battle with Scientology™.

But if the state is unwilling to consider whether a self-proclaimed
church is really a religious organisation, it becomes possible for any group
of people to declare itself a church, to ordain whomever they see fit, and
to have those new ordainees request the state to acknowledge their status.
Add to this the immense reach of the Internet and we have the new
phenomenon of online ordination.

The history and scope of online ordination

No comprehensive history of online ordination has ever been
written, but the phenomenon itself predates the possibility of being
“online”. We can generally accept that the incorporation of the Universal
Life Church' in 1962 marks the beginning of the prehistory of the online
phenomenon. This has been chronicled in the biography of its founder,
Kirby J Hensley, although the fact that it was written by Hensley's co-
founder Lewis Ashmore'® makes it a suspect source of information.

For decades, the ULC operated by posting advertisements in popular
magazines, alongside the “sea-monkeys” and “x-ray specs”. With the rise
of the Internet, however, it went online, which was reported to have
happened around the year 1999", and soon spawned a variety of
imitators™.

Just how widespread is online ordination? My research initially,
using the search engines Google and DuckDuckGo in January 2015, found
thirty-six websites where one could apply for ordination®. There is some
duplication involved here: The Universal Life Church (ULC), for one, has a
branch in Canada® and also operates through branch organisations like
the Universal Life Monastery”’ and the Universal Life Seminary™.

Some of the websites disappeared before I was able to investigate
them in depth (within six months of discovery), and a few organisations,
while still active otherwise, stopped offering online ordinations during the
course of my research during the year 2015. In this article I will respect
the wishes of such defunct and ex-online ordaining organisations and not
mention them by name”. No doubt new ones will have arisen since I wrote
this.

The ULC actively courts popular legitimacy by posting the names of
seventy-four celebrities whom they have ordained.”® The list stretches
across generations, from Mae West (1893-1980) to Stefani Germanotta,
known professionally as Lady Gaga (b. 1986). It spans the religio-political
spectrum too, since it includes both right-wing commentator Glenn Beck
and the late founder of American Atheists, Madalyn Murray O’Hair. Most
of the people named on this site are from the film (e.g. Paul Newman,
Sharon Stone) and music (e.g. all four of the Beatles) industries, but it also
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includes technology pundits John Dvorak and Leo Laporte, billionaire
entrepreneur Richard Branson and sports team owner Jerry Reinsdorf.

The fact that these famous people, or their estates, have agreed to
have their names publicized in this context already points to a growing
public acceptance of online ordination. Such people live in a reputation
economy”’ and can afford drawn-out litigation. If they are happy to have
their names put forward as ULC ministers, it indicates that being ordained,
even it it was done online, enhances rather than diminishes their celebrity
status.

In terms of the number of people affected by online ordination, it is
worth noting that the current head of the Universal Life Church claims
that the organization has ordained 18 million people since 1962”° and that
by 2007 they were ordaining 10 000 people a month, “twice as many as in
2000”%, To put that number in perspective, if 15 million of those ministers
had actually officiated at just one wedding, then 30 million people have
been married under the auspices of this organisation. If all 45 million of
them were to gather one Sunday, they would be the second-largest
religious group in the USA, beaten only by the Catholic Church.

But even the head of the ULC estimates that only 25% of its ordainees
ever use their status®, while the rest have themselves ordained as a fun,
countercultural and subversive act™, which gives us a more manageable
10 million or so people either ordained and active, or married by such an
ordainee.

The ULC may be the oldest and best-known online ordination
organisation, but it is not the only one. On its website®, American
Marriage Ministries claims to have ordained 25000 ministers since 2009
and numbers claimed by other organisations are in the same category of
thousands rather than millions. There are indications that the numbers
may have seen a recent increase with the legalisation of same-sex
marriage in the USA® and the weakening of effective religious opposition
to this*. If the legislative fight has been lost, churches can and do decline
to officiate at gay weddings. Who then will conduct the ceremony if not a
friend who got ordained online?

Another indication of the popularity of online ordination can be
found in the number of wedding licenses issued:

Wedding site theknot.com told the New York Times
that a third of interviewees, married in 2009 and
2010, had been wedded by a friend or family
member. The newspaper reports that 1,105
marriage licenses were last year granted to couples
being married by Universal Life ministers - and the
number has doubled since 2009. In Ohio, the
number is higher yet, with 1,600 weddings being
officiated over by Universal Life-ordained friends™.
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Even if we were to argue that the number of ordinations claimed by
these organisations have been inflated by an order of magnitude, online
ordination would remain a phenomenon of sufficient scope to be worthy
of the attention of scholars of religion. Attention that it has thus far not
received. The available academic literature on online ordination focuses
on its legal status® and ignores its religious and social implications.

Much of the early history of the ULC consisted of legal battles that
need not concern us here. However, there is an ironic note to this story
that demonstrates the self- contradictory relationship between the ULC
and the American state. In a well-hidden page® on the site of “Louisiana
Notary”, a site that describes itself as “ A newsletter published three times
a year dedicated to the enhancement of notarial professionalism in
Louisiana”, we see that notaries public in Louisiana are encouraged to
ordain with the ULC in order to officiate at weddings and are even
supplied with a customised form to expedite the process. The page is
undated and the site's front page does not link to it, so we may be looking
at a process that no longer exists. Even so, the fact that at least at one
stage, government officials were encouraged to ordain online shows that
the relation between (online) church and state is a complex one

Conducting wedding ceremonies remains the focus of online
ordination, and this is reflected in the names of some organisations, such
as “American Marriage Ministries” and “Holy Life and Marriage Ministers
Fellowship”. However, Avila®™ recounts an instance where being ordained
online enabled him to assist a friend who had a philosophical objection to
a mandatory flu injection. Similarly, Adams™ describes how a psychic
healer “said it was difficult to get clients without some kind of official
stamp of approval”, which she obtained to her satisfaction via ULC
ordination. It seems, therefore, that the legitimacy of online-ordained
ministers is spreading beyond the realm of wedding ceremonies.

Typologies of online ordination

There are a variety of organisations offering online ordination, and
distinct differences exist between them. In this section I will examine
these differences and determine if any are profound enough to create a
typology of online ordaining organisations.

By religion

The vast majority of organisations offering online ordination employ
Christian language and imagery in their presentation. The term Protestant
term “minister” seems almost universally used, even if the imagery and
terminology otherwise used by some organisations veers towards the
Catholic. Indeed, the very notion underlying online ordination, that it is
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the individual's relationship with God that makes him or her a minister,
not years of study and the official imprimatur of a worldly organisation, is
essentially Protestant in nature®.

Other religions are also getting into the act, however. The Satanic
Chapel*, for example, offers online ordination via the ULC. The Esoteric
Theological Seminary ordains ministers according to broadly New
Age/Esoteric teachings and allows people to design their own title:
“Healing Touch Minister, Youth Minister, Ordained Rabbi, Gnostic
Minister, Priest, Shaman, Reiki Healer, Ordained Celtic Druid Minister,
Teutonic Chaplain, Interfaith Chaplain, Pastoral Counselling Minister,
etc.”””. Even Judaism has seen an influx of rabbis ordained by a non-
traditional institution®, Online ordination is sufficiently well understood
by the general population that satirical posts appearing on Facebook
require no further explanation, even when they reference, for example,
Hinduism, a religion that has not actually seen any online ordination, with
its call to “Become a guru!” *

Three Soto Zen priests were ordained in an online ceremony®. This
example stretches the usual definition of online ordination (the three new
priests had gone through the traditional Zen training regimen), but they
do demonstrate that the Internet is becoming a deeply integrated aspect
of religious practise. Online ordination as it is commonly understood is
merely the extreme expression of this trend.

A special case in this regard is the Shema Yisrael Network™, which,
via the Jewish Friends of the American Armed Forces (JFAAF)”, acts as an
online recommendation agency for prospective Jewish chaplains in the US
armed forces. This is not quite online ordination as we normally
understand it, but it too shows the way in which the Internet is
increasingly becoming a normal entry path into recognised clerical roles.

Despite this modest increase of interest in online ordination among a
variety of religions, this does not seem to be enough on which to base a
typology. The intentions of the people behind ordination at the Esoteric
Theological Seminary and, for example, the First International Church of
the Web*® might differ radically, but intentions are notoriously difficult to
research accurately and in any case, it hardly affects the mechanics of the
online ordination process.

still, is there a least common denominator, a tiny piece of doctrine on
which all or most online ordination website creators can agree? Almost all
the websites contain doctrinal statements explaining their position, and
some of these explicitly serve as justification for the practice of online
ordination. To give perhaps the most eloquent example:

American Marriage Ministries, its members,
ministers and congregants, believe that marriage is
a sacred union. We believe that marriage is the
natural right of all people, regardless of race, sexual
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identity, nationality, socioeconomic status, or
religious background.

Marriage is celebrated all around the world in a
variety of ways, each marital ceremony celebrating
the values of the couple, their community, and their
cultures. The traditions of marriage predate the
founding of the United States, the Abrahamic
religions, and the emergence of democratic society.
We believe that a phenomenon so ancient and
revered, and so ubiquitous throughout the ages, can
only be defined as sacred.

Our faith is one that is universal. Marriage is an
institution that crosses cultural boundaries and
unites peoples. We believe that marriage is of a
higher power.

We believe that every couple united in marriage
has the right to choose how they will observe, and
who will conduct, their sacred rite. --- American
Marriage Ministries."

Not all the organizations are quite as explicit in their doctrinal
statement as the AMM. However, we see Saint Peter's Ministry citing John
15:16 as the scriptural basis for their activities and continue to state that

Saint Peter’s Ministry only acknowledges what
God has done and does grant spiritual authority to
those called by Jesus Christ to the ministry. This is
one of the reasons ordained ministers part of this
Church and Ministry remain autonomous, in charge
of their ministry finances and calling.”

If we are to parse the various statements on these websites and
construct a composite statement, we arrive at something like this:
»,Marriage itself is a sacred action, and the state has wrongly restricted the
act of marrying two people to those who have spent years being
indoctrinated in seminaries and licensed by their churches, without taking
account of the spiritual state of the individual or his/her relationship to
God and the wedding couple.” No organisation would phrase it in those
exact words, but this is the common thread one sees on their websites.
Online ordination is a political act, a small rebellion against the status quo.
But not too political, not too rebellious. The wedding conducted by a
minister ordained online stays within the traditional church wedding
paradigm even as it rejects where that paradigm originated.
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By region

Regionalism does not appear to be a useful way to categorise online
ordination. As we have seen above, online ordination is a peculiarly
Anglophone development. My research showed no evidence of online
ordination in Continental Europe or Scandinavia, nor, for that matter, in
Asia.

More specifically, while there are organisations active in Canada
(where the ULC has a branch®') and the United Kingdom®, and to a limited
extent even in South Africa, where individuals advertise their status as
ULC ministers™, the vast majority are based in the USA, to such an extent
that we can regard online ordination as an American innovation that has
been exported to other Anglophone countries.

I suggest that the main reason for this lies in the constitutional
shelter given to any religious claim by the First Amendment to the
American Constitution, which makes American courts unusually reticent
to label any organized belief system a fraudulent religion®, and the
byzantine complexity of the American legal system, where an organisation
may encounter different levels of official and judicial welcome in different
states and counties. Indeed, a number of organisations explicitly state on
their websites in which US states their credentials are recognised. Since
the legal status of any given organisation in any given state may change as
new judgements are issued, we will not go into the details here.

By commerecial involvement

All online ordination organisations, without exception, charge a fee
for their services. Just how much they charge, and where in the process it
occurs, varies. The one extreme is provided by the Church of the Latter-
Day Dude™, an organisation that bases its philosophy on the film “The Big
Lebowski™, which supplies a personalised digital certificate in TIFF
format for free. During the course of my research, I obtained such a
certificate. At no stage was [ asked whether I even liked the film.
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THIS DOCUMENT HEREBY AFFIRMS THAT

Michel Clasquin-Johnson

HAS BEEN ORDAINED BY THE CHURCH OF THE LATTER-DAY DUDE
ON THIS DAY

January 14, 2015

A modest fee of USD10 is asked for a printed certificate with an
embossed seal, while more comprehensive packs are available for 22 and
35 dollars, respectively.

A more common approach is that the newly ordained minister
receives an email confirming his or her new status®, while any further
proof one's new status, such as certificates, ID cards and Letters of Good
Standing, must then be purchased. Some online ordination organisations
also sell ministerial robes, marriage certificate templates and other
accoutrements.

Beyond this, there are organisations that couple ordination with
ministerial training, even if it occurs post-ordination, and there the costs
can be considerable. However, there is not enough variation here to
establish a typology.

We should also take note that the financial demands of online
ordination organisations have caused many to describe the whole
phenomenon as a “scam”. Indeed, even other online ordination
organisations and online Bible colleges use the word to denigrate the
competiton®,

From the perspective of this article, however, it matters little
whether such organisations are scams or not. Even if they are, that still
leaves us with the question why there is a demand for their services and
what that tells us about the place of religion in the online era.

Journdl for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, vol. 15, issue 45 (Winter 2016) 189



Michel Clasquin-Johnson Minister for a Day - Online Ordination

By level of commitment required

It should not be thought that all online ordination organisations
require the same level of commitment from their prospective ordainees.
In fact, every one requires a certain level of commitment to be formally or
implicitly assented to. The variation we see here makes it the most likely
candidate for a typology of online ordination, since it touches on how
these commitments function as a religious experience. I will approach
this from a functionalist perspective, and since Durkheim's” famous
definition of religion, it has been generally accepted that a functional
understanding of religion must take account of both religious belief and
religious action.

I therefore propose that we ask whether we see requirements of
expression of belief (credal commitment) and of behaviour (behavioural
commitment) in the commitments required during the act of being
ordained online.

Level One: Neither belief nor behaviour (explicitly) required

For some organizations, commitment requirements are set at a very
low level. The ULC, for example, lists its credo on its home page:

“Do only that which is right”

The Universal Life Church believes that it is every
person’s responsibility to act holistically, to do
nothing to impinge on the rights of others, and to
uphold religious diversity and freedom.

Everyone - men, women, and children from
around the globe - must be able to practice their
spiritual and religious beliefs without interference
or threat from any government, religious, or
societal force.

The form one completes and sends to the ULC does not contain an
explicit “I Agree” checkbox, but it could be argued that an explicit assent
to this credo is implied by the very act of getting ordained. Another
example of this implicit giving of assent is the form on the Spiritual
Humanism website.

Even so, strictly speaking there is nothing to stop someone with
purely mercenary intentions to ordain with Level One organisations.
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Level Two: Behavioural requirements

The next level of commitment is found on the websites like that of
American Marriage Ministries. Here the aspiring minister must digitally
sign an affirmation to conduct him- or herself according to certain legal
and ethical guidelines that are printed on the web page. There is still no
explicit requirement to assent to any articles of belief. Thus far, clicking
through these requirements amounts to little more than clicking “I agree”
on a software license, but at least there is that much of an informed
consent to the organisation's requirements. We can regard Level Two
organisations as requiring a commitment to certain behaviours, but not
too much of a commitment.

Level Three: Belief requirements

The third level of commitment does require one to assent to a certain
doctrinal position. No longer is ordination open to all. Arke Ministries
Organization International, for example, restricts its ordination to “those
who are of the Christian faith“”, but requires no more in-depth
statements of faith and proceeds to downplay the reality of differences in
scriptural interpretation. Belief is required here: there seems to be an
implicit assumption that behaviour will follow automatically. Arke's
website reserves the right to refuse applicants and warns that it may ask
for documentary proof, but the bar to ordination is still fairly low. Again,
we see the common theme of a requirement, in this case of belief, but not
too much.

Levels Two and Three should not be seen as a hierarchy. Both require
more from the prospective ordinand than Level One, but both require just
commitment of a single factor. We can render this graphically as follows:

Level 2 - behavioural commitment |  Level 3 - credal commitment

Level 1 - no commitment

Level Four: Both belief and behaviour required

A fourth level can be seen on the website “Ministers-Best-Friend!”%,
which claims to be associated with the “ Cambridge Theological
Seminary”®, It caters to conservative, evangelical Christians and reserves
its ordination for those judged sufficiently Christian. There is no need to
read between the lines here: it calls itself the “Most Comprehensive
Conservative Christian Web Site”. The site's requirements for ordination
are stated as follows:

You must sign a “Statement of Faith”
You must sign a “Statement of Calling”
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You must sign a “Statement of New Birth”

You must sign a “Statement of Authenticity”

You must sign a “Statement of World Evangelism”

You must sign a “Statement of Dedication to
Christ!”

You must sign a “Statement of Absolute Belief in
Scripture”

You must sign a “Statement of No Same-Sex
Marriage / Homosexuality”**

We have come a long way from the ULC and others on that level,
which will ordain anyone with Internet access. Here we see not only
explicit demands for certain statements of faith, but also a demand that
the prospective ordainee refrain from conducting same-sex marriages and
commits to global evangelistic activity. Both belief and behaviour are
required here. The pattern we saw in Levels One to Three is now broken:
the requirements are clear and definite. Online ordination or not, this
website sets out the requirements of a traditional religious organisation.

Level Four can be regarded as hierarchically above both levels Two
and Three, giving us the following picture:

Level 4 - both behavioural and credal commitment

Level 2 - behavioural commitment |  Level 3 - credal commitment

Level 1 - no commitment

Level Five: An additional requirement

There is a fifth level, where online ordination shades into online
theological study. A number of online ordination organisations offer some
sort of training on an ordain-now-study-later model that inverts the
traditional order of events and some offer pre-ordination training, even if
it seems truncated from a conventional point of view. At times, it becomes
difficult to determine if a Level Five organisation should be classified as an
online ordination organisation at all, and no doubt some will be offended
even to be mentioned in the same breath as the straightforward online
ordination organisations such as the ULC. Nevertheless, their existence
hints at the destabilising power the Internet has in the religious sphere.

In these fifth level organisations, besides belief and behaviour, we see
an additional emphasis on knowledge that brings us closer to traditional
ideas of ministerial formation. Indeed, not all ministers ordained online,
even by lower-level organisations, are theologically unqualified:

Meghan Gurley, for instance, studied religion as
an undergraduate at Emory University in Atlanta
and then earned a master’s degree in theology in
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1997 at nearby Columbia Theological Seminary,
which is affiliated with the Presbyterian Church.
But when it came time to seek ordination, Ms.
Gurley realized two things. First, she did not want
the 24/7 responsibilities of a congregational
minister. Second, she did not agree with all
elements of Presbyterian doctrine. So, after more
than a decade of work in the nonprofit sector, she
received her online ordination from the Universal
Life Church in 2009%.

A few online ordination organisations extend this training into the
granting of degrees, up to and including the degree of Doctor of Divinity.
Needless to say, these degrees are not recognised by any mainline
churches or academic accreditation agencies.

Although 1 have named this a level, to continue with this model's
terminology, it does not occupy a place above Level Four. Organisations
from any of the first four levels can and do offer training. This makes it an
ancillary level, not really part of the hierarchy:

Level 4 - both behavioural and credal “Level” 5 - Ministerial
commitment training offered to
Level 2 - behavioural Level 3 - credal ministers ordained
commitment commitment online at any of the
Level 1 - no commitment other three levels.

Understanding online ordination

What we have seen so far sets the scene for the more fundamental
discussion to follow. The central question in this article is not what
motivates someone to set up an online ordination website, even though
that forms part of the typology we have developed above. The central
question is why there is a demand for this kind of service.

To narrow things down, while online ordination organisation may
suggest other duties and benefits of the ordained minister - duties such as
baptisms and funerals, benefits such as reserved parking - it is the
wedding that stands central in this issue. Yet in all the countries where
online ordination can be found, alternatives exist. In every case, one can
have a purely secular wedding by engaging the services of a justice of the
peace or the equivalent government official. Or, if there is some residual
respect for a religious tradition on the part of either of both partners, it is
not that hard to find a suitably liberal-minded minister who will agree to
conduct a wedding for interfaith couples®, or for people who may be
secular in daily life, but who still wish for a veneer of religious
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respectability on their wedding day. In alternative religious circles,
Unitarian ministers are particularly well known for doing just that.

On the few occasions when people have been asked why they chose a
friend to get ordained online and marry them, answers have tended to
focus on the online ordainee's qualities as a friend of the couple. This does
not really answer our question, though. Why would a friend's personal
qualities override the dictates of centuries of tradition? Why enter into a
marriage of which the legal status remains a matter of debate? The
question remains: why is there a demand for this?

Secularization theory does not suffice at this point; indeed online
ordination contradicts it. As we have seen, secular alternatives exist, and
in at least one case, that of California, it is possible to become a Deputy
Marriage Commissioner for a day, a secular version of being ordained
online. Online ordination does not represent a lessening of the role of
religion in society. On the contrary, it points to a constant, or possibly
increasing, need for a religious element in the lives of what may be
otherwise largely secular people.

One possible explanation is to point at the increasing
commercialization of religion itself. The USA, the home of online
ordination, is also the country that gave us the Prosperity Gospel,
millionaire pastors and marathon television fundraisers. If religion itself
has become intertwined with commerce, then it is easier to accept a
straightforward financial transaction as constituting a valid ordination. In
such an understanding, online ordination is an interesting but not
particularly important development within an existing politico-religious
continuum,

However, while such an explanation is useful in understanding the
reasons it arose in that specific time and place, it does not help us
understand why it arose at all. Online ordination is an Anglophone, more
specifically American, phenomenon of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century. But it is not an isolated phenomenon. It is part of a
far wider change that stretches far beyond the USA geographically and has
a longer historical background. It occurs in a milieu that has seen the
Sexual Revolution of the 1960s, plunging marriage rates and a growing
acceptance of nontraditional cohabitation arrangements ranging from
LAT (living apart together) relationships to same-sex marriage. This
development extends far beyond the USA, in fact, the USA is trailing
Western Europe in some respects. To understand online ordination, we
need to examine it in this much wider context.

To be married by someone who was ordained online is not a last
resort but a deliberate, positive choice. It is a choice that seems to be made
more and more often these days, which leads me to suspect that while it
may be an insignificant historical happenstance in its own right, it points
to the larger socio-historical development. It is an aspect of a fundamental
change in the western Zeitgeist.
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For two and a half thousand years, western thought has been
characterised by Aristotelian logic. Of course, it predated Aristotle and its
development did not stop with the death of that thinker - its direct
descendant, Boolean logic, determines the operation of the computer on
which I write this article - but it remains a handy label. In this mode of
thought, something is either A or it is not-A. Or to put it another way, the
proposition A is either True or False.

This kind of thinking has ramifications beyond formal epistemology.
Western society is built on it. Our legal systems rely on whether a person
can distinguish between “right” and “wrong”. Our educational systems
rigorously distinguish between “graduates” and “dropouts”, never
considering whether the dropout may also have learnt something
worthwhile, or whether a particular graduate gained anything from four
years of study. In politics, you are either “conservative” or “liberal”. And
in terms of weddings, one either is a minister or one is not. If you are not a
minister, you cannot conduct a valid marriage ceremony. We live in the
civilization that Aristotle built.

But there are increasing signs that this philosophy is losing its iron
grip on the western mind. We are seeing an increasing number of people
describing themselves as “spiritual but not religious”, a self-ascription
that would have made sense to no-one fifty years ago. Artificial
Intelligence researchers rely on multivalued “fuzzy logic”. Religions and
philosophies from Asia (Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism etc.), which never
subscribed to Aristotle's Law of the Excluded Middle to begin with,
increasingly make their presence felt in the western world - a course in
Chinese Philosophy is now one of the most popular options at Harvard
University. A new philosophy called metamodernism, sees a key
proponent declaring that, “[R]ecent understandings of metamodernism
emphasize ... simultaneity - the idea that the metamodern self does not
move between differing positions but in fact inhabits all of them at
once”.

“Aristotelian” philosophy remains the dominant worldview in the
western world, but the above examples indicate that cracks are starting to
appear in this system. In a world in transition from the all-encompassing,
all-or-nothing Aristotelian paradigm to a looser, multivalued one in which
identities are fluid, redefinable, contemporaneous with their opposites,
and temporary, online ordination makes perfect sense. The online
ordination minister is indeed a minister and can indeed officiate at a
wedding - for now. He or she both is and is not a minister in the traditional
sense - at the moment of the wedding. The status of wedding official
bestowed by law is a mere concession to the state structures in which the
couple find themselves.

Taking a leaf from the “spiritual but not religious” terminology, we
might describe those married by an online ordination minister as
“married but not wed”. They have honoured history by having an
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authority figure declare them married in front of a congregation of sorts.
But not too much of an authority figure. When the ceremony is over, the
minister becomes just one more of the guests. He was a minister and
perhaps will be again one day. But that is over and he is once again Tom,
the family friend who agreed to spend $35 to be ordained and act as their
marriage officer. The online ordination minister slips in and out of the
ministerial role in a way the traditional minister never can.

Indeed, if the couple cared to go further back in history they would
dispense with the minister altogether and simply declare themselves
married to their guests, as was the case in ancient Rome. Perhaps
legislation will allow this too one day.

For organised religion, the lesson to be learned from the online
ordination phenomenon is that the need for what religion has offered for
centuries - tradition, ritual, social cohesion - remains in place. But if
organised religion is to remain the prime source of those services it will
have to adapt. It adapted to the state's seizure of marriage as being its
responsibility. In Anglophone countries it adapted to a subordinate role as
the state subcontracted the wedding ceremony to selected religious
professionals. With the rise of online ordination, religion finds itself in an
open, competitive market, and it will increasingly have to defend its role,
rather than taking it for granted. It is unclear that organised religion has
the ability to do this. Certainly we see no action by any established
religion to compete with the online ordainers directly.

Does this mean that in the future, online ordination will become the
norm and weddings conducted by either state officials or traditional
ministers will become a minority? Possible, but not likely. Online
ordination is a transitional phenomenon, a symptom of a society in which
one paradigm is grudgingly making room for another. More likely,
marriage, and the wedding ceremony, will evolve into forms we cannot
predict at present, and online ordination will become a small historical
footnote.

Until that happens, however, it seems that the demand for online
ordination remains high and is even set to grow because of residual
religious opposition to same-sex marriage. Perhaps the time has come for
scholars of religion to investigate this fascinating phenomenon on the
fringe of the religious world.
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