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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The question of who can get married in Canada has been evolving in recent history, 
particularly with the legalization in 2005 of same-sex marriage. Yet the question of 
who can perform a marriage has remained largely unchallenged. 

The solemnization of marriage is provincial jurisdiction in Canada and governed by 
provincial Marriage Acts. Most of these laws are written in similar language and 
derived from English common law. In most provinces, there are generally two 
classes of people who can solemnize a marriage: representatives of recognized 
religious bodies and individuals appointed by the government (such as a marriage 
commissioner or justice of the peace). 

Conspicuously left out of this regime are people who have a belief system that most 
would not recognize as religious, such as Humanists. Though a marriage 
commissioner may be suited for those with no particular beliefs, Humanists are not 
given the same right to perform marriages for their members according to their 
traditions as the religious are. 

Given the principles of equality and religious freedom at play and the changing 
religious landscape of British Columbia, the laws governing marriage ceremonies are 
woefully antiquated. 

The following chapters represent our evolving report, first published in March 2017, 
on the case for Humanist marriage reform in British Columbia. 

1. Changing religious demographics 
2. Criminal Code offences 
3. Marriage in British Columbia 
4. Marriage across Canada 
5. Marriage in Australia and New Zealand 
6. Marriage in Iceland 
7. Marriage in Ireland 
8. Marriage in Norway 
9. Marriage in the United Kingdom 
10. Marriage in the United States of America 
11. Previous steps taken in British Columbia 
12. The path forward 
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CHANGING RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHICS 
British Columbia has consistently ranked as the least religious province in Canada 
and the number of people identifying as having no religion has been steadily rising 
in recent years. 

Statistics Canada’s 2011 National Household Survey, which replaced the previous 
long-form census, found that the percentage of Canadians who are religiously 
unaffiliated has nearly doubled in 20 years, from 12.4% in 1991 to 23.8% in 2011. In 
BC 44.1% of the population in 2011 reported "no religion", the highest of any 
province. 

Statistics Canada’s data arguably inflates the religiosity of Canadians. The survey 
asks someone’s religion “even if they are not currently a practising member of that 
group.” The 2011 National Household Survey has also been criticized, as, unlike the 
previous long-form census, it was voluntary. Statistics Canada reported a refusal rate 
of 26% in BC and it decided not to release data for many smaller communities where 
it believed its data to be compromised. 

To get a more accurate sense of the true religiosity of British Columbians, the BC 
Humanist Association commissioned Justason Market Intelligence in April 
2013 and Insights West in June 2016 to poll British Columbians on a number of 
questions. When asked "Do you practice or participate in a particular religion or 
faith?" 69% said no in 2016, a rise from 64% who said no in 2013. Further, 70% said 
they believed in a higher power in 2013 while only 56% said so in 2016. 

  

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/dp-pd/dt-td/Rp-eng.cfm?LANG=E&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=0&PID=105399&PRID=0&PTYPE=105277&S=0&SHOWALL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2013&THEME=95&VID=0
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2013/statcan/rh-hc/CS96-304-1994-eng.pdf
http://www.bchumanist.ca/2013_bc_religious_and_secular_attitudes_poll
http://www.bchumanist.ca/2013_bc_religious_and_secular_attitudes_poll
http://www.bchumanist.ca/religious_and_secular_attitudes_2016
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CRIMINAL CODE OFFENCES 
While solemnization of marriage is primarily provincial jurisdiction in Canada, there 
are several relevant offences under the Criminal Code. Notably, sections 290-
295 criminalizes bigamy, polygamy, pretending to solemnize marriage, feigned and 
forced marriages and any marriage contrary to law. 

Section 293, which criminalizes polygamy, was the subject of a Supreme Court of 
British Columbia reference case in 2011. The court ultimately decided the law was 
constitutional. 

PRETENDING TO SOLEMNIZE A MARRIAGE 
Section 294 says: 

Every one who 
a. solemnizes or pretends to solemnize a marriage without lawful authority, 
the proof of which lies on him, or 
b. procures a person to solemnize a marriage knowing that he is not lawfully 
authorized to solemnize the marriage, 
is guilty of an indictable offence and liable to imprisonment for a term not 
exceeding two years. 

While rare, there have been a few recent convictions under this section. 

Dale Reade (also known as Dale Brewster), a Dorchester, ON woman, plead guilty to 
six counts in August 2014 after she performed a number of marriages without a 
license. While the maximum punishment is a two-year prison sentence, Brewster 
received 30 hours of community service and was required to payback the fees she'd 
collected for performing the ceremonies. Reports in the London Free Press at the 
time noted that prosecution and defence attorneys had difficulty finding any case 
law to guide sentencing. 

One of the couples married by Brewster applied to the Ontario family court for an 
annulment. The case was dismissed, as section 31 of the Marriage Act of Ontario says 
that any marriage "solemnized in good faith...shall be deemed a valid marriage" even 
if the person who solemnized it was not authorized to. 

In 2015, a Buckhorn, ON man was charged after a couple reported him to the police. 

In December 2016, Michelle Buttineau of Parry Sound, ON was charged with two 
counts of pretending to solemnize a marriage following fraudulent marriages in 
February and June. 

http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/C-46/page-70.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/C-46/page-70.html
http://www.courts.gov.bc.ca/jdb-txt/SC/11/15/2011BCSC1588.htm
http://www.courts.gov.bc.ca/jdb-txt/SC/11/15/2011BCSC1588.htm
http://www.lfpress.com/2014/10/07/more-charges-for-fake-ceremonies
http://www.canlii.org/en/on/onsc/doc/2014/2014onsc4010/2014onsc4010.html
http://www.thepeterboroughexaminer.com/2015/01/02/wedding-officiant-charged-with-fraud
http://www.nugget.ca/2016/12/12/woman-performs-fake-weddings-opp
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Aside from these local stories, there don't seem to be any cases outside of Ontario. 

These cases highlight that Humanists and other people lacking government 
authorization cannot simply begin providing ceremonies in Canada. 

References 
More on the case of Dale Brewster. Jan 2014, August 2014, October 2014. 

  

http://www.lfpress.com/2014/01/16/five-couples-said-i-do-before-a-person-with-no-authority-to-solemnize-marriages
http://www.lfpress.com/2014/08/14/former-owner-of-london-wedding-chapel-gets-community-service-and-fine-for-marrying-couples-without-licence
http://www.lfpress.com/2014/10/07/more-charges-for-fake-ceremonies
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MARRIAGE IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 
In BC, the solemnization of marriage is governed by the Marriage Act, as interpreted 
by the Chief Executive Officer of Vital Statistics. The Act provides for three ways that 
a couple can get married: 

1. in a religious ceremony performed by a representative of a recognized 
religious body, 

2. in a civil ceremony performed by a government-appointed marriage 
commissioner or 

3. in a ceremony performed in accordance with the rites and ceremonies of a 
treaty First Nation or Doukhobor community, provided either of the couple 
being wed belong to one of those communities. 

RELIGIOUS REPRESENTATIVES 
The Act defines a religious body as “any church, or any religious denomination, sect, 
congregation or society” and gives religious bodies the freedom to appoint their own 
religious representatives. The Act and accompanying policy are otherwise silent on 
the definition of a religion. The CEO of Vital Statistics effectively has the ultimate 
authority in deciding the legitimacy of any individual religion and does so through a 
questionnaire based, in part, on requirements in Section 3 of the Act. These 
requirements set out that religious representatives must be ordained "according to 
the rites and usages of the religious body", reside in BC and that the religious body "is 
sufficiently well established." 

Religious representatives registered under the Act are “duly authorized to solemnize 
marriage according to the rites and usages of the religious body to which the person 
belongs.” The only other restrictions are that marriages be witnessed by two people 
and done in public. 

In practice, however, there seems to be little oversight of the ceremonies performed 
by religious representatives beyond the necessary paperwork being completed. Just 
in Metro Vancouver, a quick Google search results in various celebrants and 
officiants willing to perform marriages as a commercial, rather than religious, 
service to the community. For example, one celebrant claims to be registered as an 
“interfaith religious officiant” who offers “ceremony packages” and markets herself 
in secular language. 

 

 

http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96282_01
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa020.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa020.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa020.pdf
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96282_01#section3
http://www.lisahartley.com/
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The Register of Religious Representatives 
The Act requires Vital Statistics to keep a register showing: 

1. the name of every religious representative registered, 
2. the name of the religious body to which the religious representative belongs, 

and 
3. the date of the religious representative's registration. 

In fall 2016, the BC Humanist Association asked informally for a list of registered 
organizations and the number of representatives registered under each. Vital Statistics 
responded - as it had to one individual before - that it doesn't "maintain a list, however 
all churches in BC are recognized churches." We followed up with a Freedom of 
Information request in February 2017, which we received on March 6, 2017. Those 
results can be viewed here. 

The list includes 6880 representatives from 455 organizations. The overwhelming 
majority - 71% of the organizations and 90% of the representatives - are from various 
Christian churches. There are also representatives from other major traditional 
religions, including Sikhism, Baha'i, Islam and Hinduism. There are also ten 
Spiritualist churches with 70 representatives and two Wiccan groups with 13 
representatives. Another handful of organizations represent various other New Age or 
spiritual theistic groups, such as Eckanar, the Sacred Circle of the Great Mystery 
Shamanic Society, the Movement of Spiritual Inner Awareness, Tenrikyo and Arya 
Samaj. 

Ten Buddhist organizations have 29 representatives. While some branches of 
Buddhism have a lot of the characteristics of a traditional Western religion, most don't 
have a theological component and are more akin to a philosophy. Zen Buddhism 
specifically focuses on meditation and is non-theistic. Three Zen Buddhist societies are 
registered with Vital Statistics. 

Further, the Church of Scientology is recognized and has eight representatives. 
Scientology is not recognized as a religious charitable organization by the Canada 
Revenue Agency. 

Several of the remaining groups - notably Canadian International Metaphysical 
Ministry (see below), the Canadian Unitarian Council and the Church of Truth 
Community of Conscious Living - have no core dogma and are welcoming to atheists. 

 

 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/bchumanist/pages/735/attachments/original/1485908710/2016.04_VSA_correspondence.pdf?1485908710
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-zCc9IGR4rgUWJhEb6D9M6Ew4RKBH95dUchV4hZXMJg/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-zCc9IGR4rgUWJhEb6D9M6Ew4RKBH95dUchV4hZXMJg/edit?usp=sharing
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Many celebrants in BC follow a simple path to registration. First, they complete online 
courses from someone like the Celebrant Foundation & Institute (whose tuition is $2500 
USD) and then they provide that certification to the Canadian International Metaphysical 
Ministry (CIMM). 

CIMM is a recognized religious body, with minimal theology and no collective worship. 
CIMM states on its website that its purpose is to register "qualified Metaphysical 
Ministers to perform weddings in British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario & Quebec." It does 
not otherwise appear to function as a religious body. According to the results of the 
Freedom of Information request, CIMM has 97 registered celebrants in BC. 

These celebrants then offer and promote their services and often do so in secular or 
commercial, rather than religious, language. 

Many of these officiants are willing to perform any form of marriage a couple 
requests, including secular ceremonies. These officiants often also provide a host of 
wedding planning services or work in conjunction with a public facility. 

 

http://www.celebrantinstitute.org/become-a-celebrant.html
http://www.celebrantinstitute.org/applications-tuition.html
http://www.celebrantinstitute.org/applications-tuition.html
http://www.canadianmetaphysicalministry.com/default.html
http://www.canadianmetaphysicalministry.com/default.html
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The Chapel Group operates the wedding venues in Queen Elizabeth Park, Stanley Park 
and Minoru Park. The first two properties are owned by the Vancouver Parks Board and 
the latter by the City of Richmond. In these venues, evangelical ministers offer their 
services as the in-house officiants. 

This arrangement begs the question: If the faith of these ministers is so broad as to 
recognize any marriage ceremony and to operate as a business, how can it be called 
religious for the purposes of the Act? Alternatively, if the organization is truly religious 
then there are likely ceremonies that the ministers would refuse. By providing an 
exclusive contract to a religious organization, particularly one that discriminates in its 
provision of service, the municipal government would arguably be in conflict with its 
duty of equality and religious neutrality. 

 

The latitude many officiants have taken with their authority seemingly contradicts 
the envisioned purpose of the Act, which is surely to allow religious groups to 
perform religious ceremonies for their own congregants. Instead, Vital Statistics is 
seemingly giving religious representatives wide freedom to perform any kind of 
ceremony - religious or secular - for any members of the public. 

  

http://www.thechapels.ca/wedding-officiant-pastor/
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MARRIAGE COMMISSIONERS 
Since 1982, couples in BC may also have a civil ceremony performed by a marriage 
commissioner. Marriage commissioners are appointed by the government and are 
subject to a number of restrictions. 

 They are limited to a ten year term. 
 There are a finite number of positions available, determined by local marriage 

demand. 
 They are required to use specific language in their ceremonies that is set out in 

the Act. 
 They must be retired. 
 They are not authorized to provide planning or consultation services. 
 The fees they can charge for their services are fixed by regulation. 
 They must live in the community where they perform marriage ceremonies. 
 They cannot advertise or otherwise promote their services. 
 They must report all revenues monthly to vital statistics. 
 They must have “no involvement in any activity that may cause actual or 

perceived conflict of interest.” 

None of these requirements exist for religious representatives. There are 
generally few or no vacancies (there were ten rural appointments listed in March 
2017). Further, as they are effectively civil servants, marriage commissioners must 
perform all legal ceremonies, even for couples that might violate the conscience of 
the commissioner. 

There are approximately 370 marriage commissioners across BC according to Vital 
Statistics. 

TREATY FIRST NATIONS AND DOUKHOBORS 
Finally, the Act also grants Doukhobors and treaty First Nations to solemnize 
marriages of their own members according to their own rites and ceremonies. 

  

http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa018.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa018.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/marriages/vsa718.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/life-events/marriages/marriage-commissioners/becoming-a-marriage-commissioner


 THE CASE FOR HUMANIST MARRIAGE IN BC 

BC Humanist Association  11 
March 8, 2017 

MARRIAGE ACROSS CANADA 
Ontario is the only province in Canada that recognizes marriages performed by 
Humanist officiants. In other provinces, marriages must either be solemnized by a 
religious representative or a government official (either a marriage commissioner, 
justice of the peace or similar). 

In British Columbia and Quebec, the governments have refused to recognize 
Humanist officiants. In other provinces, the bureaucracy simply may have not been 
asked to answer the question yet. 

ONTARIO 
The Ottawa Humanist Association was first granted the authority to register 
officiants to solemnize marriages in Ontario in 1996. The Marriage Act of Ontario is 
largely similar to BC. Upon receiving an application, the Ontario Registrar General 
confirmed that Humanist celebrants would be recognized for the purposes of 
solemnizing marriages in the province. This means that the Government of Ontario 
effectively recognizes Humanism as a religion. 

In 1997, the Ottawa Humanist Association transferred this authority to the Humanist 
Association of Canada (now Humanist Canada) at the advice of the registrar. 

The Humanist Society of Friends (now The Humanist Society, a branch of the 
American Humanist Association) was also reportedly recognized by the Government 
of Ontario in the 1980s but no longer performs weddings in Canada. 

Humanist Canada officiants performed 640 marriages in Ontario in 2014 while 
having a provincial membership of fewer than 200 people. The organization operates 
as a registered charity with a volunteer board of directors and only a paid 
administrative assistant. Officiants are self-governed by a committee of peers. There 
is a code of conduct and procedure for discipline. 

In October 2015, Humanist Canada passed a resolution to use a set of criteria to 
accredit Humanist officiants outside of Ontario. Anyone with experience in 
performing weddings, funerals or other ceremonies from a humanist perspective can 
share a portfolio of their experience with Humanist Canada and have that 
experience graded against its training criteria. This certification doesn't allow an 
individual to perform weddings outside of Ontario, however. 

The Ontario Humanist Society was also granted the authority to appoint officiants to 
solemnize marriages in 2009. Since then it has registered over 20 officiants. Similar 
to Humanist Canada, their officiants are governed by a Code of Ethics and Complaint 
Resolution Procedure. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90m03
http://ontariohumanists.ca/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/OHS.ETHICAL.PRINCIPLES_COMPLAINTRESOLUTION.doc
http://ontariohumanists.ca/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/OHS.ETHICAL.PRINCIPLES_COMPLAINTRESOLUTION.doc
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QUEBEC 
There are no marriage commissioners in Quebec and so couples must turn to either 
religious representatives or justice of the peace-type individuals. Almost uniquely 
among the provinces, Quebec will grant temporary licenses to individuals to perform 
one-off weddings. 

In 2011, the Association humaniste du Québec (AHQ) applied as a religious body 
under Quebec’s Marriage Act, based on Humanist Canada’s precedent in Ontario. The 
application was ultimately denied on the grounds that Humanism is not a religion. 
The AHQ is looking at appealing or challenging this decision and is considering a 
constitutional challenge. 

References 

Robertson, LH. Humanist weddings in Canada: An examination of secular marriage as a 
post-feminist phenomenon. Athabasca University. June 2016 
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MARRIAGE IN AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND 
AUSTRALIA 
Prior to 1973, Australians had to seek a religious celebrant or a registry office if they 
wanted to marry. Religious celebrants are governed in much the same way as in 
Canadian provinces, although the government proactively publishes a list of 
recognized religious organizations. 

High Court Justice, Senator, former Attorney General of Australia and Humanist 
Lionel Murphy created the Civil Celebrant Program in 1973. Unlike marriage 
commissioners in British Columbia, anyone can apply to become a civil celebrant, 
provided they meet the qualifications and pay the fees. The Humanist Celebrant 
Network serves to connect registered civil celebrants who identify as Humanists in 
Australia.  

NEW ZEALAND 

 

Following the Australian model, the New Zealand Humanist Society and the 
Rationalist Association convinced their government to pass an amendment to their 
country’s Marriage Act that allowed the appointment of secular marriage celebrants 
in 1976. Since then, civil celebrants can be nominated by groups to the Justice 
Department’s official list. Those celebrants can conduct weddings from 6 AM to 10 
PM on any day of the week, in any location and using any ceremony. 

The New Zealand Humanists lists four celebrants and the New Zealand Association of 
Rationalists and Humanists has four more, as well as three Justices of the Peace. 

  

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2015C00895
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2015C00895
http://www.humanistcelebrantnetwork.org/default.htm
http://www.humanistcelebrantnetwork.org/default.htm
https://humanist.nz/what/celebrants/
http://rationalists.nz/services/celebrants
http://rationalists.nz/services/celebrants
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MARRIAGE IN ICELAND 
The Church of Iceland, a Lutheran Church, is the official state church of Iceland. It 
and other registered religions receive government support through a church tax paid 
by all citizens. 

Siðmennt, the Icelandic Ethical Humanist Association, applied and lobbied for over a 
decade to gain equal legal and funding status with the registered religious 
organizations in Iceland. They submitted applications on two occasions to be 
recognized with arguments that they technically met the various requirements. 
When the first application was rejected, they worked on perfecting their justification 
but their second application was also rejected. 

They then considered two routes to equal status: First, they could file a human rights 
complaint in court against the Icelandic government. Alternatively, they could press 
for an amendment to include secular lifestance organizations among the registered 
religions. 

A lawsuit could have taken up to a decade to work its way through Icelandic and 
European courts and cost millions. So with the support of the Norwegian Humanists, 
sympathetic MPs and the then Minister of Domestic Affairs in Iceland, 
Siðmennt managed in January 2013 to secure a change in the law. The law now 
recognizes registered religions and lifestance organizations. Siðmennt met the 
requirements of the new law and in May 2013 was granted equal status and funding 
with religious groups. This change also meant that all marriage ceremonies 
conducted by Siðmennt's celebrants would be legally recognized. 

Siðmennt has been performing secular confirmation or coming-of-age ceremonies 
since 1989. In 2015 they performed 304 ceremonies, representing 7.5% of all 
Icelandic confirmations performed that year. 

Siðmennt first started performing Humanist weddings at the end of 2007 but their 
ceremonies were not recognized until the amendment passed in May 2013. Prior to 
that couples had to also go to a district commissioner for a legal ceremony. Siðmennt 
officiants performed 56 marriage ceremonies in 2014 and 85 in 2015. Today 
Siðmennt has 41 trained celebrants. 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Ceremonies  1 5 7 10 9 11 36 56 125 166 

References 
Private correspondence: Hope Knutsson, Bjarni Jónsson 
Emilía S Ólafsdóttir Kaaber, "Popularity of Civil Weddings Grows", Iceland Review, July 9, 
2015.  

http://icelandreview.com/news/2015/07/09/popularity-civil-weddings-grows
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MARRIAGE IN IRELAND 
The Humanist Association of Ireland (HAI) has appointed celebrants to offer non-
legal marriage ceremonies for over twenty years. However, prior to 2013, Humanists 
weren’t recognized under the Civil Registration Act to solemnize marriage. HAI 
campaigned for an amendment before 2002 and began meeting with members of the 
major political parties. 

Senior members of the Labour Party were sympathetic to HAI’s arguments and in 
2011 Labour became the junior partner in a new coalition government. With 
Labour’s support, HAI was able to argue for an amendment and in June 2013 the Dáil 
and Seanad passed the Civil Registration Amendment Act that added all Humanist 
Association of Ireland-accredited celebrants to the list of solemnizers. 

In 2015, 1264 marriages were performed by HAI celebrants, which accounted for 
5.7% of all marriages in the country. In 2016 HAI’s almost 30 celebrants performed 
nearly 2000 ceremonies. 

References 
Private correspondence: Brian Whiteside 

  

http://humanism.ie/campaigns/humanist-weddings/
http://humanism.ie/campaigns/humanist-weddings/
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mcp/marriagesandcivilpartnerships2015/
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mcp/marriagesandcivilpartnerships2015/
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MARRIAGE IN NORWAY 
Prior to 2004, marriage in Norway was the sole purview of the state church - the 
Lutheran Church of Norway - or other recognized religious institutions. This 
responsibility included verifying the couple's eligibility to be married. Many groups 
argued that this lack of state oversight left some people at risk of forced marriage. 

Human-Etisk Forbund, the Norwegian Humanist Association, is one of the largest 
Humanist organizations in the world with over 84,000 members. After almost a 
decade of applying for the right to perform marriages, the Norwegian authorities 
granted the group the authority in 2004. With their application, they also asked the 
state to take over the administration for all wedding ceremonies in Norway. 

As a result of that lobbying, there is now a formalized bureaucracy for marriages in 
Norway. All now need to submit various documentation to the government. 
Bureaucrats then check to see if the couple has the legal right to get married in 
Norway. The government issues a marriage certificate and sends it to the couple. The 
couple then takes that document to any institution with the legal right to wed, for 
example a church, a mosque, the courthouse or the Norwegian Humanists. During or 
right after the wedding ceremony, the document is signed and then returned to the 
authorities who produce the legal marriage certificate for the couple. 

With this change – the authorities doing the legal work – it became apparent how the 
churches were discriminating in the provision of marriages in Norway. For example, 
the Church of Norway would refuse to marry same-sex couples, even though the 
couple had a valid marriage certificate. This caused a massive debate both within 
and outside the Church and resulted in a change in 2015. Today, same-sex couples 
can get married in the Church of Norway. Individual priests have the right to refuse 
to perform a ceremony if it goes against their own beliefs, in which case the couple 
will have to go to another priest or provider. 

In 2009 a Norwegian Humanist officiant conducted the country’s first legal same-sex 
marriage ceremony. 

The Norwegian Humanists are not completely satisfied with the status quo. Their 
main goal is to see that all couples in Norway are married legally by the government 
first, and then they can choose to go to any institution they want for a symbolic 
ceremony. This would mean that all citizens would be treated equally; no one could 
easily be forced into marriage or denied a legal marriage. 

Today the Norwegian Humanists have 168 wedding officiants who conduct between 
700-750 ceremonies across Norway each year. They operate a thorough process of 
educating officiants, ending with a certification lasting four years, at which point it 
must be renewed. 

https://human.no/
http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2009/03/02/norwegian-lesbians-celebrate-first-humanist-marriage-ceremony/
http://www.pinknews.co.uk/2009/03/02/norwegian-lesbians-celebrate-first-humanist-marriage-ceremony/
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Adapted from private communications from Tale Pleym, seremonirådgiver - vigsel, 
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https://www.ssb.no/236346/marriages-contracted-by-time-and-type-of-marriages
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MARRIAGE IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 
SCOTLAND 
Currently, Scotland is the only country in the UK that recognizes the solemnization of 
Humanist marriages. 

In June 2005, the Registrar General for Scotland began providing temporary 
authorizations to some Humanist celebrants to solemnize marriages. In 2014, the 
Marriage and Civil Partnership (Scotland) Act broadened the “religious” category of 
marriage to “religious or belief bodies” and thereby gave equal footing to Humanist 
and other belief bodies with traditional religious groups. 

Since it was first permitted to perform marriages, the Humanist Society of Scotland 
has seen an incredible rise in the popularity of Humanist weddings, each year 
surpassing the last. In 2013, Humanist ceremonies overtook Catholic weddings in 
Scotland and were second only to Church of Scotland ceremonies. According to 
the National Records of Scotland (2015), the number of Church of Scotland marriages 
performed from 2003 to 2015 declined from 10,016 to 4,052. 

In 2015, there were 4,290 Humanist marriages, surpassing the number performed 
Church of Scotland. Three-quarters of the Humanist ceremonies were performed by 
the Humanist Society of Scotland and its 155 celebrants. The remainder were carried 
out by two other organizations in Scotland: Independent Humanist Ceremonies (557) 
and Humanist Fellowship of Scotland (355). Those latter two organizations only 
began performing marriages following the 2014 amendment. 

ENGLAND, WALES AND NORTHERN IRELAND 
Marriage in the rest of the United Kingdom is governed similarly to most Canadian 
provinces. As such Humanists are unable to perform legal ceremonies there. The 
British Humanist Association has been campaigning for the law in England and 
Wales and in Northern Ireland to follow the precedent set in Scotland. It has called 
on the governments for legislation to facilitate Humanist marriage. In surveys of 
their members and submissions to the government, there has been great support in 
favour of changing law but still they have been unable to move forward in the 
process. 

The previous coalition government conducted a public consultation on the issue 
which ran from June 26 to September 18, 2014. That consultation found that over 
90% of respondents were in favour of changing the law. Ignoring the voice of the 
overwhelming majority, the government rejected the British Humanist Association's 
proposal stating that “it would not be appropriate to legislate solely for the non-
religious belief organizations, as this would create further anomalies in the law.” The 

https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/files/statistics/vital-events-ref-tables/2015/section7/15-vital-events-ref-tab-7-5.pdf
https://humanism.org.uk/campaigns/human-rights-and-equality/marriage-laws/
https://humanism.org.uk/campaigns/human-rights-and-equality/marriage-laws/
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05864#fullreport
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05864#fullreport


 THE CASE FOR HUMANIST MARRIAGE IN BC 

BC Humanist Association  19 
March 8, 2017 

government claimed that the marriage law was very outdated and needed to be 
reformed on many matters before they would consider amending it to include non-
religious ceremonies. In December 2014, The Sunday Times reported that strategists 
within the Prime Minister’s office blocked changes, referring to it as a “fringe” issue. 

The British Humanist Association continues to lobby for an amendment to 
the Marriage Act. 

Despite lacking the legal authority to solemnize marriages, the British Humanist 
Association still operates a comprehensive Humanist Ceremonies program that 
trains celebrants to perform funerals, (non-solemnized) weddings and naming 
ceremonies. There are currently over 300 Humanist celebrants performing 
ceremonies in the UK. 

  

https://humanism.org.uk/2014/12/14/number-10-intervenes-block-humanist-marriages/
https://humanism.org.uk/campaigns/human-rights-and-equality/marriage-laws/
https://humanism.org.uk/campaigns/human-rights-and-equality/marriage-laws/
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MARRIAGE IN THE UNITED STATES OF 
AMERICA 
In comparison to Canada and many other countries, the USA has relatively few 
restrictions on who can perform a marriage. Each state has its own regulations but 
many take a liberal approach to recognizing religious representatives, up to and 
including recognizing representatives with ordinations from online or mail-in 
churches such as the Universal Life Church or satirical religions. 

The Universal Life Church has ordained over 20 million people, including Conan 
O'Brien, Lady Gaga, Stephen Colbert, Richard Branson, Benedict Cumberbatch, 
Dwayne Johnson, Paul McCartney, and Sir Ian McKellen. Many people choose to 
become ordained by the Church as it permits them to perform marriages in most 
states and has few tenets. 

By registering as a religion, The Humanist Society has been able to register over 100 
celebrants in 33 states and continues to grow. The Humanist Society has worked as a 
branch of the American Humanist Association since 1991, and in November of 2014 
was endorsed by the Board Chaplaincy Certification Inc, an affiliate of the 
Association of Professional Chaplains. 

However, not all Humanists support the idea of registering as a religion, which is the 
only way forward in some states. 

To challenge this restriction in the state of Indiana, the Center of Inquiry 
(CFI) launched a lawsuit in 2012 and argued that “the government violates the 
Establishment Clause because it endorses religion over non-religion by allowing 
religious leaders to sign marriage certificates, yet not allowing CFI-trained secular 
celebrants.” They also argued that “it is not equal protection under the laws to allow 
religions to identify who can perform weddings but not allow CFI.” 

The case was struck down by Judge Sarah Evans Barker of the US District Court for 
the Southern District of Indiana who called marriage an act of religious 
“accommodation”. CFI won on appeal in 2014 with a unanimous vote overturning 
the lower court’s decision. The Court of Appeal’s ruling used words such as 
“irrational, hypocritical, and absurd” to describe the system that was in place before 
this appeal, which would only “allow Humanists to solemnize marriages if, and only 
if, they falsely declare that they are a ‘religion’.” The Court recognized the 
irrationality of selling a preferred position and credentials “to anyone with a credit 
card” over other belief systems and that “Humanists want a ceremony that 
celebrates their values, not the ‘values’ of people who will say or do whatever it takes 
to jump through some statutory hoop.” 

https://www.themonastery.org/
http://thehumanistsociety.org/
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/newsroom/nones_to_argue_for_equality_in_solemnizing_marriages_in_indiana_court/
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/newsroom/court_denies_atheists_right_to_choose_how_to_get_married/
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/newsroom/cfi_indiana_win/
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In 2016, CFI challenged a similar restriction in the state of Illinois. CFI argued on 
behalf of one of its celebrants that the state denies first amendment rights to CFI for 
restricting the ceremonies it can perform and persons wishing to be married by 
secular celebrants. They also argued that it violated the Equal Protection Clause of 
the Fourteenth Amendment. In January 2017, the US District Court ruled that 
excluding secular celebrants from the list of those authorized to solemnize marriage 
was unconstitutional. 

  

http://www.centerforinquiry.net/uploads/attachments/CoI_-_Complaint_ECF_No_1_1.pdf
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/newsroom/illinois_secular_celebrant/
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PREVIOUS STEPS TAKEN IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 
The BC Humanist Association (BCHA) was formed in 1984 and one of its charitable 
purposes is "to offer and provide meaningful ceremonies to members and non-
members at significant times such as marriage and death." To fulfill this, the 
organization has long considered its options to be recognized to solemnize marriage. 

In 2012, the BCHA created its Humanist Officiant Program and submitted an 
application to the Vital Statistics to register Humanist celebrants. If accepted, it 
would enable the organization to register representatives to provide customized 
wedding ceremonies for secular Humanists, atheists and agnostics. This application 
was based on the precedents set in Ontario and Scotland. 

The program is governed by an Officiant Committee Charter and Code of Ethics, 
which were prepared in consultation with the executives of the officiant programs 
maintained by Humanist Canada and the Ontario Humanist Society. These 
documents created a committee of elected Officiants: to ensure that the program 
adhered to all legislative requirements; to oversee the appointment and training of 
new Officiants; to oversee the conduct of existing Officiants via the Officiant Code of 
Ethics; and to handle complaints against Officiants and any resulting disciplinary 
action. 

After almost a year of waiting for a response, the BCHA received a letter from Jack 
Shewchuck, the CEO of the Vital Statistics Agency, in February 2013 denying their 
request based on the following rationale: 

The constitution of the BC Humanist Association (the Association) explicitly 
states that the purpose of secular humanism is to provide a valid alternative to 
existing religions and that humanism has no official dogma. This statement is 
further supported in the constitution, by an acknowledgement that the 
Association is an educational institution involved with ethics and morals. 
Accordingly, the Association is not a religious body for the purposes of the 
Marriage Act. 

The denial of the BCHA’s application also included a recommendation that “members 
of your association make an application under the Marriage Act to become marriage 
commissioners in the communities in which they reside.” 

The letter and Act permitted a 90-day window to appeal the decision to the Supreme 
Court of BC; however, the BCHA was unable to find pro-bono legal representation in 
that time and did not have the financial resources to mount a complex constitutional 
challenge. 

Although Humanist officiants in BC are still unable to legally solemnize a wedding 
ceremony in accordance with a Humanist worldview, they are able to provide the 
following ceremonies that are not regulated: baby welcoming and naming, coming-

http://www.bchumanist.ca/ceremonies
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/bchumanist/pages/60/attachments/original/1439846345/Officiant_Committee_Charter.pdf?1439846345
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/bchumanist/pages/60/attachments/original/1439846342/Code_of_Ethics.pdf?1439846342
http://www.bchumanist.ca/humanist_marriage_rejected_by_bc_government
http://www.bchumanist.ca/humanist_marriage_rejected_by_bc_government
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of-age, reconciliation, memorials and funerals. In May 2016, the BCHA held its first 
Humanist Officiant Training session for individuals interested in supporting the non-
religious in British Columbia celebrate life’s milestones with the freedom and 
flexibility of their personalized Humanist values. 

Since then, BCHA officiants have hosted a small number of memorials and a naming 
ceremony. 

 
"Katherine Hammond helped me to create a meaningful and very personal ceremony 
for my son. She had wonderful ideas and was a pleasure to work with and I would 
recommend Katherine to anyone who is looking to plan a special occasion." - 
Meaghan E 

A Humanist officiant is able to perform a ceremony in BC, provided that a marriage 
commissioner is hired by the couple and observes the ceremony, which must then 
also include certain mandatory phrases. 
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THE PATH FORWARD 
PUBLIC SUPPORT 

 

In the BC Humanist Association's June 2016 poll with Insights West, 65% of British 
Columbians said they support non-religious groups being allowed to appoint 
representatives to perform marriages, with 39% in strong support. Support was 
strongest among those ages 18-34, with 55% strongly supportive and 23% opposed. 

Without any advertising, the BC Humanist Association also spontaneously receives 5-
10 requests per year from individuals asking if we can perform legal marriages or 
whether we can appoint officiants. 

Adam Kreek, Olympic Gold Medallist: 

I've performed legal marriages in Vermont and California and I offered to 
deliver a personal and meaningful ceremony to close friends within my BC 
community. After extensive research into the regulations, we were required to 
hire a marriage commissioner who awkwardly sat and watched while I 
delivered the ceremony. I support the call for BC's marriage laws to be 
updated to be inclusive of non-religious people. Those of us who are 
thoughtful-yet-non-religious should have more options to legally minister to 
our communities in BC. 

http://www.bchumanist.ca/religious_and_secular_attitudes_2016
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LEGAL OPTIONS 
The BC Humanist Association could challenge Vital Statistics' 2012 rejection of its 
application registration in court. 

Following a rejected application to be registered as a religious organization, 
the Marriage Act grants a 90-day window to appeal the decision to the BC Supreme 
Court. While this is long past since the January 2013 rejection, that decision could 
arguably still be appealed with a request that the time-frame be set aside due to the 
human rights implications of the case. Alternatively, a new application could be 
prepared, perhaps in consultation with legal counsel, and an appeal filed if it were 
again to be denied. 

In either case, the goal would most likely be not to establish that Humanism is a 
religion per se but that interpreting the Act to exclude Humanism is in violation of 
Section 2(a) of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and represents the state violating 
its duty to religious neutrality. 

The legal victories won by the Center for Inquiry in the states of Indiana and Illinois 
provide a clear template for a legal argument. While Canada doesn’t explicitly have 
an establishment clause, Supreme Court of Canada jurisprudence through rulings 
like Mouvement laïque québécois v Saguenay clearly set out that Canadian 
governments have a duty of “religious neutrality” and that no one religion should be 
privileged in Canadian law. 

Similar to CFI’s arguments, the BCHA can argue that the Marriage Act’s restrictions 
on who may perform marriages are an unconstitutional restriction on the rights and 
freedoms of the BCHA and its Officiants who wish to perform marriages. The 
province is granting rights on the basis of belief and creating arbitrary distinctions 
between religious and secular belief systems. 

This is evident in the reasoning given for the BCHA's rejection, which relied on a 
definition of a religion that is not actually provided in the Marriage Act. For example, 
the Act does not require religious organizations to have an official dogma, nor does 
the statement that the BC Humanist Association provides a “valid alternative to 
existing religions” necessarily mean that it is not itself religious society (within the 
context of the Act). Additionally, as shown in Vital Statistics' own register, several 
religious bodies that currently have religious representatives, including the 
Unitarians, Zen Buddhists and the Canadian International Metaphysical Ministry, do 
not have an established dogma. Some of those organizations, like the Zen Centre, are 
explicitly non-theistic philosophies and CIMM exists primarily to certify marriage 
celebrants. 

Further, the suggestion by Vital Statistics that Humanists can simply apply to become 
marriage commissioners also denies the BCHA equal freedom that recognized 
religious organizations have. The current workaround - for Humanist ceremonies to 

https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/15288/index.do
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be observed by a marriage commissioner - is clearly discriminatory as it paternalizes 
Humanist officiants in a way that is not required of any religious organization. 

This argument potentially enables the BCHA and any prospective Humanist officiants 
to bring the case forward based on the harm caused to them, rather than a specific 
couple who may desire a Humanist marriage but is denied that by the law. 

LEGISLATIVE AMENDMENT 
Alternatively, the BC Legislature could pass an amendment to the Marriage Act to 
permit Humanist officiants to solemnize marriages. This could be modelled on the 
exemptions that already exist for First Nations and Doukhobors, or follow either the 
Australian or Scottish models of non-religious celebrants. 

Under the Australian model, the government would reduce the amount of control it 
operated over marriage commissioners and instead operate the program via a 
licensing model. Anyone would be free to apply to become a marriage commissioner 
and would simply be responsible for maintaining their registration. Alternatively, 
following the Scottish model would mean expanding the category of religious 
representatives under the Act to include representatives of “belief” systems. These 
groups would then be subject to the same oversight as existing religious 
organizations. 

Such a bill would most likely have to come after the upcoming election but now is the 
chance for BC's political parties to take a stand in support of Humanist marriage 
reform. 

  


