











find that the ULC, although a non-traditional church, is a regularly established religious faith that
falls within the meaning of the Marriage Act.

The ULC was founded on the belief that all individuals have a right to worship in a way
that best fits each person, following the one enumerated principle, to “do that which is right”.
The belief system of the ULC is broad, but that does not make it illusory. The Church also
ordains ministers, which is a common characteristic of a religious organization. Although
ministers are not required to preside over a specific congregation or work within a physical
church, the ULC encourages that practice. The ULC therefore encompasses many of the same
ideas and values that we find in traditional religions. Additionally, the ULC was formed in 1959,
Since its inception, the Church has consistently advocated for its beliefs and in doing so has
obtained a following of approximately twenty million members. In light of its continued and
consistent practice as a religious organization for nearly fifty years, it would be unreasonable to
find that the ULC’s establishment was or is irregular, We also note that the Universal Life
Church has been deemed a relignous organization within the meaning of section 501(3)(c) of the

Internal Revenue Code, thus entitling it to tax exempt status. Universal Life Church v. United

States, 372 F. Supp. 770, 776 (E.D. Cal. 1974) (the ULC ordination of ministers and the
chartering of churches are accepted activities of religious organizations). Accordingly, we find
that the Universal Life Church is a regularly established church within the meaning of the
Marriage Act.

We also find that Mr. Norman is a “minister” within the meaning of the Marriage Act.
The ULC encourages all members to become ordained and to disseminate the beliefs of the
Church. Therefore, while being a minister does not necessary denote being a selective leader in

the Church, it comes with the responsibility to represent the ULC and to pass on its beliefs. We
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acknowledge that the process by which ULC ministers are ordained is untraditional, as minms
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may be ordained online, with no training, and at no cost. We will not now propound o
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validity or wisdom of that process, however, as it is not for us to determine in this
any faith chooses to ordain its leaders and propagate its beliefs.

Additionally. had the legislature wanted to restrict the type of minister authorized to
solemnize marriages in this Commonwealth, it could have done so. A look at the priest-pemtent
evidentiary privilege indicates that the legislature was aware of the potential for a broad
interpretation of “minister”. The statute expressly exempts from the privilege, “clergymen or
ministers, who are self-ordained or who are members of religious organizations in which
members other than the leader thereof are deemed clergymen or ministers.” 42 Pa. C.5.A. §
5043. ULC ministers fall within this exception and communications made to them are not
protected by the evidentiary privilege. This exception is clearly based on sound public policy
and our legislature acted accordingly. No such compelling policy has prompted the legislature to
limit the meaning of “minister” with respect to the solemnization of marriages. Section 1503 of
the Marriage Act was recently amended, once in 2000, and twice in 2004. The legislature did
not at either time limit the defimition of “minister’” to conform to that of the evidentiary privilege.
Without other guidance from the legislature, we find that the term “minister,” for purposes of
section 1503(a)(6) of the Mamage Act, is intended to be construed broadly.

Mr. Norman testified before this Court that he takes his position as a minister of the ULC
very seriously. In his duty as a minister and wedding officiant, Mr. Norman facilitates the core
beliefs held by the marrying couple and works with the couple to incorporate them into the
ceremony. Mr. Norman also showed his devotion to his ministry by counseling Jennifer and

Jason O'Neill to ensure that they were ready for marriage. We accept Mr. Norman's



representations that he is dedicated to the tenets of the Universal Life Church and to his religious
duties as a minister. Accordingly, we find that he comports with both the spirit and language of
the Marriage Act in so far as it authorizes a minister to solemnize marriages in this
Commonwealth.

We are unaware of any Pennsylvania appellate decisions that have addressed the issue
before us. We are mindful, however, that courts of certain other jurisdictions have held that
marriages performed by ULC ministers are invalid. We find, however, that they construe
marriage laws that are more restrictive than Pennsylvania’s. We will not address every decision
in this area, but find it relevant to distinguish our decision from those of a few sister states.

New York law permits a “minister of any religion” to solemnize a marriage. N.Y.
Domestic Relations Law § 11. The legislature defines this phrase as “a duly authonzed pastor,
rector, priest, rabbi, and a person having authority from, or in accordance with, the rules and
regulations of the goveming ecclesiastical body of the denomination or order, if any, to which
the church belongs, or otherwise from the church or synagogue to preside over and direct the
spiritual affairs of the church or synagogue.” N.Y. Religious Corp. Law § 2. Accordingly, New
York courts have held that because the ULC is non-denominational and non-ecclesiastical, it
does not constitute a “religion” as defined by New York law. Therefore, absent authority from a
specific church or congregation, a ULC minister does not comply with the statutory requirements

and may not solemnize a marriage in New York. Ravenal v. Ravenal, 338 N.Y.S.2d 324 (NY

Sup. Ct. 1972); Ranieri v. Ranieri, 539 N.Y.5.2d 382 (N.Y. Sup. Ct. App. Div. 1989). Our

Marriage Act does not so thoroughly define any term used in Section 1503(a)(6), and so we are

not persuaded by the New York decisions.
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The Supreme Court of Virginia also held that a ULC minister was not authorized to

solemnize marriages. Cramer v. Commonwealth, 202 S.E2d 911, 914-917 (Va. 1974). The

court relied on the meaning of “minister” in reaching its decision. It held thata church
consisting of all ministers in fact has no minister within the contemplation of the Virginia Code.
The Virginia Court further observed that General Assembly intended for the minister referred to
in the marriage law to be the head representative of a religious society and not someone so
casually selected as a ULC minister. Id.

We recognize the logic of the Cramer decision and note that the officials authorized to
perform marriages in Pennsylvamia, such as judges, mayors, and traditional religious officials,
are all chosen by the communities and groups in which they work. Nevertheless, for the reasons
already explained herein, we believe that the Pennsylvania General Assembly intended a more
expansive interpretation of “minister” in the Marriage Act.

Unlike New York and Virginia, the Mississippi Supreme Court has upheld the

solemnization of marriages by ULC ministers. Blackwell v. Magee, 531 So0.2d 1193 (Miss.

1988). The Mississippi marriage law empowers “any . ., . spiritual leader of any . . . religious
body. . .” to perform a marriage, Miss. Code Ann. § 93-1-17 (1972). The court distinguished the
New York and Virginia decisions on the basis that the Mississippi statute was less restrictive.
Accordingly, the court held that the ULC minister fit the definition of a spiritual leader of a
religious body.

Based upon a review of relevant statutory and case law, and the considerations discussed
herein, we choose not to invalidate the marriage at issue. This Commonwealth encourages
marriage and we recognize that Jennifer and Jason O’Neill have a strong and stable umon that

contributes to the fabric of society. We find no reason to invalidate their marriage as it was
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consecrated in good faith and in compliance with the law. To nullify such a marriage, willingly

and responsibly entered into, would defy the good sense of this Court.

n io
For the reasons stated herein, we determine the Universal Life Church to be a regularly
established church within the meaning of the Marriage Act. Mr. Norman, although not a
clergyman in the traditional sense, is a minister of the ULC and is therefore qualified to
solemnize a matriage in this Commonwealth. Accordingly, we find that the mamage between
Jennifer and Jason O’Neill was lawfully solemnized. We hereby declare that a valid marriage

exists between the parties and enter the attached Decree.

BY THE COURT:
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