
In the debate over the legal definition of
marriage in the United States, clergy and believ-
ers can be found on both sides. Any brief review
of popular articles or legislative testimony will
make this clear.

This fact could lead one to conclude that
the major world religions are evenly—or at least
deeply—divided on the question of whether
marriage requires both a man and a woman. This
is not the case. An examination of the official or
historic teachings of Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
Hinduism and Buddhism reveals overwhelming
support for the view of marriage as the union of
men and women, and virtually no official en-
dorsements of the idea of same-sex “marriage.”
Representations to the contrary may reflect the
views of particular individuals, or of interest
groups within religions, but they do not repre-
sent the official views of these religions.1

The following summary reviews the views
of each of these five major world religions. It
identifies (1) who is involved, (2) what they be-
lieve, and (3) how many people they represent.

How does one identify the position of a re-
ligious body on the definition of marriage? Ex-
plicit statements on the issue of same-sex “mar-
riage” are obviously the easiest to identify. Where
we have not found such a statement, we have
looked at statements: (1) on the definition of
marriage and/or (2) on homosexual behavior.
If a religious body, for example, teaches that a
Creator created the two sexes to live together in
marriage, and/or teaches that homosexual be-
havior violates moral and religious principles, one
can reasonably infer that this religious body sup-
ports the traditional view of marriage.2
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One should also keep in mind that the ques-
tion, “Does marriage require a man and a
woman?” was not posed in a significant manner
to any major U.S. religious community before
1960. Prior to that time, while the major world
religions differed to various extents in their atti-
tudes toward homosexual behavior, they all took
for granted that marriage required a man and a
woman.3

Since that time, homosexuality has become a
major topic of controversy in at least Western so-
cieties (and scholars are looking for signs of it in
all societies). Gradually, religious communities
have responded to it. Between the 1960s and
the 1990s resolutions spoke more to the moral-
ity of homosexual behavior. With few exceptions,
the specific issue of the legalization of same-sex
“marriage” was not on the table in the United
States until the 1990s.4

The bottom line is that very few religious
bodies have endorsed same-sex “marriage,” and
those that have represent a very small fraction of
believers in the world’s five major religions:
Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Bud-
dhism. To put this in more concrete terms:

1. In the United States, of 163,916,650 ad-
herents of the five major religions, 160,049,690
are in religious bodies that affirm the classical
definition of marriage (97.6 percent), while
3,030,930 are in religious bodies which support
same-sex “marriage” (2.4 percent).

2. Worldwide, of 4,473,993,000 total ad-
herents of the five religions, 4,465,577,850 are
in religious bodies that affirm the classical defi-
nition of marriage (99.8 percent), and 6,394,530
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are in religious bodies that support same-sex
“marriage” (0.2 percent).

We will consider each major world religion
in turn, with citations for our claims.

CHRISTIANITY

“Christianity” is a term that can cover a di-
verse array of communities, and here we con-
strue it broadly. Yet within this diversity, the over-
whelming consensus among Christians is that
marriage, by definition, requires a man and a
woman. There are only minor exceptions (see
part II.E below). These amount to 2.4 percent
of Christians in the United States and 0.03 per-
cent worldwide. We treat “Christianity” in terms
of Catholicism, Orthodoxy, Protestantism, and
Latter-day Saints. Then we address “The Excep-
tions” (those religious bodies that endorse same-
sex “marriage”).

Catholicism

The Roman Catholic Church teaches that
marriage requires a man and a woman, and is
explicitly opposed to same-sex marriage.5  There
are an estimated 63,683,030 Roman Catholics
in the United States, and an estimated
1,033,129,000 Roman Catholics worldwide.6

Orthodoxy

Orthodox Churches understand marriage
to be a relationship between a man and a woman,
and are therefore opposed to same-sex “mar-
riage.”7  There are an estimated 3869,750 Or-
thodox in the United States and an estimated
225,000,000 Orthodox worldwide.8

Protestantism

“Protestantism” is a more amorphous cat-
egory. Aside from the bodies mentioned below
in II.E, the Protestant Churches we can identify
still define marriage as the union of a man and a
woman, and none of them have endorsed the
idea of same-sex “marriage.”9  This includes
churches in the following Protestant traditions,
which include an estimated 75,273,277 mem-
bers in the United States:

• Anabaptists,10

• Baptists,11

• Episcopalians/Anglicans,12

• Evangelical Quakers,13

• Independent Evangelicals,14

• Lutherans,15

• Pentecostals,16

• Reformed and Presbyterian,17

• Seventh-day Adventists18  and
• Wesleyans/Methodists.19

Despite many controversies in the United
States and elsewhere, these religions maintain the
historic position.20

Latter-day Saints

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints teaches that marriage between a man and
a woman is ordained of God.21  Further, the First
Presidency of the Church has issued a formal
statement opposing the legalization of same-sex
“marriages.”22  There are 5,208,827 members of
the church in the United States and 11,068,861
members worldwide.23

The Exceptions

Some Protestant bodies have endorsed
same-sex “marriage.” They have done so either
by their own statements and/or by signing onto
the Marriage Resolution. This Resolution, spon-
sored by the Marriage Project of the Lambda
Legal Defense and Education Fund, states: “the
State should not interfere with same-gender
couples who choose to marry and share fully and
equally in the rights, responsibilities, and com-
mitments of civil marriage.”24

The first body is the Unitarian Universalist
Association.25  The Unitarian Universalist Associa-
tion totals about 220,000 members worldwide.26

The second is the Universal Fellowship of
Metropolitan Community Churches (MCC)
that was established as a denomination with a
policy supportive of same-sex relationships. The
MCC reports 44,000 members overall, which
we count in both United States and worldwide.27
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Third, a number of Quaker meetings asso-
ciated with the Friends General Conference and/
or the Friends United Meeting have endorsed
same-sex “marriage.” Additionally, there are a few
scattered meetings throughout the country that
endorse same-sex “marriage.”28  At the most, this
includes 7,330 people.

Finally, in addition, to those discussed above,
some unfamiliar religious groups (the Ecumenical
Catholic Church, the Evangelical Anglican Church
in America, and the Evangelical Catholic Church)
have endorsed the Marriage Resolution.29

JUDAISM

For Judaism numbers are difficult to calcu-
late, since Judaism is both a religion and an
ethnicity.30  In the United States, there are an es-
timated 6,024,000 Jews.31  In the United States,
6 percent of American Jews are Orthodox, 40
percent are Conservative, 39 percent are Reform,
1 percent are Reconstructionist,32  and 14 per-
cent have no affiliation.33

Jews in the United States seem to be deeply
divided on the question of marriage. The Or-
thodox and Conservative movements oppose
same-sex “marriage” at either the religious or
civic level.34  In direct contrast, both the Reform
movement and the Jewish Reconstructionist Fed-
eration (JRF), support rabbis who officiate a
same-sex commitment ceremonies and support
same-sex civil “marriage.”35

If we add together Orthodox and Conser-
vative Judaism on one side, and add Reformed
and Reconstructionist on the other, and omit
those unaffiliated with any of these bodies, then
we find that 2,771,040 support marriage;
2,409,600 support same-sex “marriage” and
843,360 are undeterminable.

Worldwide, there are an estimated
14,433,000 Jews.36  If we subtract the U.S. Jew-
ish population (6,024,000) and assume that the
proportion of unaffiliated Jews worldwide is
analogous to the United States, then it would
appear that 1,177,260 of Jews outside the
United States are not affiliated with one of the
four movements of Judaism. 3,868,140 are ei-

ther Orthodox or Conservative, and 3,333,600
are Reform or Reconstructionist.

ISLAM

There are an estimated 4,433,000 Muslims
in the United States, and 1,188,242,000 Mus-
lims worldwide.37  Although Islam has different
branches, all are united in their belief that God
has created two sexes, male and female, who have
the duty to form a unique marital community.38

While limited polygamy is allowed under Islamic
law, being single is deeply frowned upon.39  Mus-
lims assume, as a matter of principle, that mar-
riage involves the union of men and women.40

HINDUISM

There are an estimated 1,327,000 Hindus
in the United States,41  and 811,337,000 world-
wide.42  The various branches of Hinduism con-
sider marriage to be an important social and re-
ligious duty that is marked by a rite of marriage
(viraha)43  in which a man and a woman become
“one spirit.”44  Within the history of Hinduism,
one finds a variety of views on homosexual feel-
ings and behaviors, ranging from indifference
to disapproval to strong opposition. Some of the
strongest opposition to same-sex “marriage” can
be found today in neo-Hindu movements.45

BUDDHISM

Buddhism is perhaps the hardest of the five
major world religions to analyze in terms of the
question of the definition of marriage. There are
a reported 2,701,000 Buddhists in North
America, and 359,981,000 worldwide.46

Buddhism has three major traditions:
Mahayana (56 percent), Theravada or Hinayana
(38 percent) and Tantrayana or Lamaism (6 per-
cent).47  In addition, there are Buddhist renewal
movements which emerged in Japan following
World War II. The Buddhist community has three
segments: monks, nuns, and laity people. Monks
and nuns are celibate, while laity may marry.48

Much of Buddhist practice involves the ef-
fort to transcend one’s body as part of the quest
for nirvana. This lends itself to at least three pos-

3



sible Buddhist perspectives on marriage. The first
is neutrality. Jose Ignacio Cabezon argues that
Buddhism is neutral about homosexuality. He
acknowledges criticisms of homosexuality in the
tradition, but argues that they are reflections, es-
pecially by monks, of a more general anti-sexual
hostility.49  This comports with the statements of
others that “Buddhism is not concerned with the
ceremony of marriage”50  and regards it as a
“secular” function.51

Yet Cabezon himself acknowledges a “ten-
sion” within Buddhism, where an anti-sexual tra-
dition competes with the tradition “of the sexu-
ally active and procreative householder.”52  He
also recognizes that Buddhism has developed in
strongly familial societies, although he is reluc-
tant to acknowledge any firm connection be-
tween the Buddhism and the family-ism.53

The second perspective, then, would affirm
both sides of the tension. One could argue that
Buddhism simultaneously affirms both monas-
ticism and marriage, while tolerating homosexu-
ality to a greater or lesser extent, depending upon
the particular culture involved. This seems like a
reasonable description of Asian countries with
strong Buddhist traditions.54  One can argue,
therefore, that at the very least, Buddhism in these
countries does not endorse same-sex “marriage.”
The Dalai Lama has not spoken definitively on
the matter of homosexuality, but alluded to the
inappropriateness of homosexual sex, an act that
runs contrary to the natural functioning of the
body.

However, one Buddhist group in the
United States has adopted a third interpretation.
An offshoot of the Nichiren Shoshu movement,
the U.S. branch of Soka Gakkai International,
has begun to offer wedding ceremonies for
same-sex couples.55  This branch has 350,000
members (or 0.09 percent of the worldwide
number of Buddhists).56

CONCLUSION

The preceding review of the five major world
religions makes one thing clear: the overwhelm-
ing consensus across these traditions is that mar-

riage, by definition, requires a man and a
woman. In the United States, this represents the
views of 160,049,690 adherents of the five
major world religions, or 97.6 percent. World-
wide, this represents the views of 4,465,577,850
adherents of the five major world religions, or
99.8 percent.

As we have seen, these traditions vary in
the extent to which they speak officially to any
issue, with Christianity and Islam on one end
of the spectrum, and Hinduism and Buddhism
on the other. In any case, those religious bodies
that have endorsed same-sex “marriage” repre-
sent a small number of the adherents of the five
major world religions.

As we have also seen, in the U.S. bodies
supporting same-sex “marriage” represent the
views of only 3,030,930 adherents of the five
major world religions, or 1.8 percent. World-
wide, they represent the views of only 6,394,530
adherents of the five major world religions, or
0.2 percent. By any definition, this is minuscule.

We have noted, however, that virtually ev-
ery one of these religious traditions has dissent-
ing voices. Some of these are academics that are
attempting to reinterpret their tradition to sup-
port their views. Others are clergy or activists
who are supporting campaigns to legalize same-
sex “marriage.” Whether these efforts at rein-
terpretation will be successful over the long run,
in any or all of these religions, remains to be
seen. In the meantime, despite the cacophony
of religious voices in the debate over the legal
definition of marriage, especially in the United
States, it should be clear where the balance of
official religious opinion lies.

The question of how relevant that opin-
ion should be to courts is a different question.
In the United States, where religionists and
secularists contend for cultural pre-eminence
and church-state questions are bitterly contested
at every turn, one can find many answers to this
question. The purpose of this summary, how-
ever, is merely to state the facts. Others must
take it from there.
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sexual acts are intrinsically disordered” (at 2357, quoting Congregation for the
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husbands and wives. . . . Homosexuality is to be approached as the result of
humanity’s rebellion against God, and so against its own nature and well-being. It
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God’s image and likeness.” Synodal Affirmations on Marriage, Family, Sexuality,
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July 1992.
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Albanian Orthodox Diocese of America, the American Carpatho-Russian
Orthodox Greek Catholic Church, Antiochian Orthodox Christian Diocese of
North America, the Apostolic Orthodox Catholic Church, Armenian Apostolic
Church, Armenian Apostolic Church, Diocese of America, the Coptic Orthodox
Church, the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of North and South America, Mar
Thoma Syrian Church of India, the Orthodox Church in America, the Romanian
Orthodox Episcopate in America, hPatriarchal Parishes of the Russian Orthodox
Church in America, Romanian Orthodox Church in America, the Serbanian
Orthodox Church in the USA and Canada, the Syrian Orthodox Church of
Antioch, the True Orthodox Church of Greece, and the Ukranian Orthodox
Church of America. Numbers come from the YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN AND

CANADIAN CHURCHES 70th Ed. (Eileen W. Linder, ed., Abingdon Press 2002),
348-361.
9In some cases, individual pastors or specific congregations disagree with the
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10The term “Anabaptist” includes churches from the Brethren and Mennonite
traditions. There are an estimated 443,918 Anabaptists in the United States.
Mennonite and Brethren in Christ World Directory 2000, 1. One such statement
reads: “We understand the Bible to teach that sexual intercourse is reserved for a
man and woman united in marriage and that violation of this teaching is a sin. It
is our understanding that this teaching also precludes premarital, extramarital and
homosexual sexual activity.” Resolution on Human Sexuality, General Conference
Mennonite Church, July 1986.
11There are an estimated 25,931,676 million Baptists in the United States.
YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 347-361. Two
such statements are: “Marriage is God’s idea established in the order of creation
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. and . . . any action by the government giving homosexual unions the legal
status of marriage denies the fundamental immorality of homosexual behavior.”
Resolution on Homosexual Behavior, Southern Baptist Convention, New Orleans,
Louisiana, June 1996. “We affirm that the practice of homosexuality is
incompatible with Christian teaching. Homosexuality is not a ‘valid alternative
lifestyle.’ The Bible condemns it as sin. It is not, however, unforgivable sin.”
American Baptist Resolution on Homosexuality, adopted by the General Board of
the American Baptist Churches, October 1992. <http://www.sbc.net/
sexuality.html>.
12The term “Anglican” includes both Anglicans and Episcopalians. There are an
estimated 2,320,861 Anglicans in the United States, and 79,649,000 Anglicans
worldwide. YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 305-
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Conference . . . in view of the teaching of Scripture, upholds faithfulness in
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homosexual practice as incompatible with Scripture.” Resolution 1.10, Lambeth
Conference, 1998. In June 2002, part of the Canadian church (Greater
Vancouver diocese of New Westminister) voted in favor of same-sex blessings, (not
marriage) causing a split. One third of the bishops left the meeting in protest,
they formed the Anglican Communion of New Westminister. In response, the
Archbishop of Canterbury wrote he stood by the Lambeth conference. In July
2002, the Episcopal Diocese of Kansas began authorizing limited blessings for
both gay and straight unmarried couples.
13There are reportedly 36,814 people affiliated with Evangelical Friends (Quaker)
churches in North America and 100,000 worldwide. YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN

AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 352, and <http://www.evangelical-
friends.org/>. Evangelical Friends congregations do not support same-sex
“marriage” and at least one yearly meeting, the Southwest, has specifically
condemned it. “We declare that our sexuality is God’s gift, and that sexual
intercourse is to be enjoyed, as the Scriptures teach, only within the marriage of
one man and one woman. We reject and utterly oppose homosexual activity,
especially the “blessing” of same sex unions, as sinful and displeasing to our Lord
and Savior, Jesus Christ.” Minute Declaration by Southwest Yearly Meeting
(March 1994) at <http://www.qis.net/~daruma/swym1.html>.
14There are an estimated 4,500,919 Independent Evangelicals in the United
States. YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 347-361.
One such statement reads: “We also affirm that sex is a gift from our loving
Father to be enjoyed within the sacred bonds of marriage between husband and
wife.” Pornography and Obscenity Resolution, adopted by the 56th Annual
Meeting of the National Association of Evangelicals, 1998. The NAE represents
an estimated 43,000 congregations nationwide. See <http://www.nae.net/
about.html>.
15There are an estimated 8,519,942 Lutherans in the United States. YEARBOOK

OF AMERICAN AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 347-361. One such statement
reads: “Marriage is a lifelong covenant of faithfulness between a man and a
woman.” Sexuality: Some Common Convictions as adopted by the Church Council
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 9 November 1996.
16There are an estimated 14,571,357 Pentecostals in the United States.
YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN AND CANADIAN CHURCHES 2002, 347-361. One
such statement reads: “We also affirm that sex is a gift from our loving Father to
be enjoyed within the sacred bonds of marriage between husband and wife.”
Pornography and Obscenity Resolution, adopted at the fourth conference of the
Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches of North America, 20 October 1998. This
organization represents all of the major Pentecostal Churches in the U.S.
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of God of Prophecy, International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, Interna-
tional Pentecostal Holiness Church.
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19There are an estimated 13,132,347 Wesleyans in the United States. YEARBOOK
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homosexual partners through birth, adoption, or foster care.” Petition 22613-CS-
71-D, adopted by the 1996 United Methodist General Conference.
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even though their denomination or movement as a whole does not. This includes
some Baptists, Congregationalists, Disciples, Episcopalians, Mennonites,
Methodists, Pentecostals, Presbyterians, and Quakers. There are no reliable
estimates of either membership or influence. For websites with listings of pastors,
congregations, and movements, see note 2 above.
21The Family: A Proclamation to the World (September 23, 1995) at <http://

www.lds.org/library/display/0,4945,161-1-11-1,FF.html>.
22First Presidency Opposes Efforts to Legalize Same-Gender Marriage LDS CHURCH

NEWS at 5 ( Feb. 19, 1994 ).
23The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Media Guide, Key Facts and
Figures at <http://www.lds.org/media2/library/display/0,6021,198-1-168-
10,FF.html>.
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