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For my mother and father,
who taught me all about
sharing love,
speaking from the heart,
keeping promises,
and living happily ever after.
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Introduction

You (or someone you love) are getting married.

Over two million weddings are held each year in the United States. Remarkably, no two will be exactly alike. Yet whatever the differences — the formality of attire, the kind of flowers, the size of the guest list, the flavor of frosting on the cake — each and every one of those weddings is guaranteed to include one element: a ceremony that unites the couple as husband and wife.

In most cases, once an engagement is announced, the planning goes into high gear. The bride searches for the perfect gown. Decisions about invitations, flowers, tuxedos, caterers, and countless other elements must be made. China patterns are weighed against one another, and planning begins for the perfect romantic honeymoon.

In the frenzy of planning wedding events, the ceremony itself — the ritual that joins the bride and groom together — can be overlooked. Yet no part of the day is likely to be more personally meaningful to the couple or more moving to their guests. Ultimately, the ceremony, that exchange of vows, is the very heart and soul of the wedding celebration.

And in an era when interfaith and intercultural marriages are more common than ever before in human history, the ceremony can be a source of anxiety, concern, and even conflict. Making decisions about the ceremony forces a couple to take a position with regard to such important issues as religion, family, history, heritage, duty, honor, and the very essence of their commitment to one another. A couple’s decision to have or not have a religious ceremony, to include or not include vows of obedience and fidelity, even the decision about who, if anyone, “gives away” the bride — all these and dozens more can become points of conflict and controversy between the couple and within their families.

For many couples, the right choice is a ceremony that features the exchange of personal vows — either as the sole vows of the ceremony or in addition to more traditional vows. Deciding to write your own vows is relatively easy; but for most couples, actually writing them is tough. Even the most expressive person can end up with a classic case of “writer’s block” when faced with finding the right words to express his or her love for a future spouse. Knowing that you will proclaim these vows in front of your closest family and friends usually makes it even more daunting.

It is my hope that this book will help you learn about the possibilities, evaluate the options, make meaningful choices, negotiate past conflicts, quell your own fears, and get what you want — a wonderful wedding ceremony, one that’s exactly right for you. I hope it will inspire you to see beyond the “show” of the wedding celebration and focus carefully for a few moments, on what it means to articulate your commitment to one another. I hope the information and advice contained herein will help you get past any anxiety you might have about putting pen to paper and expressing the depth of your feelings for and commitment to your intended. And I hope that the vows you exchange on your wedding day will help guide you each and every day thereafter toward building a great marriage — one filled with comfort, joy, laughter, and, most of all, love.
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The Ceremony
Location

Wedding planning experts are largely in agreement that the first thing a couple must decide when planning a wedding is where the ceremony (and reception) will take place. When making this first key decision, it is important to already have an eye toward how your selection of a location may restrict the nature of your ceremony, the substance of your vows, and the duration of your ceremony … and vice versa. In particular, your selection of a house of worship or other religious location can mean that many elements of your wedding ceremony will be determined by the practices and policies of that institution.

 Set the Date First?

Many couples “set the date,” then begin the search. While this approach can work, it may mean that the couple will have to forgo their first choice of location in order to be married on their preferred date. If you simply must be married on the third weekend in June, you may find that date already “booked up” at your church, synagogue, or favorite hotel. If a specific ceremony (or reception) location is important to you, consider holding off setting the exact date until you know the availability of that location. Your flexibility about date, as well as time of day, will increase your likelihood of getting a location you really love.

Geography

As you begin to consider locations, deciding where geographically to get married — in what city, town, or wide place in the road — is no longer a foregone conclusion. Several decades ago the average bride and groom were in their early twenties, perhaps just graduated from high school or college (or about to), and a couple most often wed in the bride’s hometown. That couple was probably not yet living as independently from their parents as today’s average bride and groom are, and the bride’s parents were likely carrying the primary financial burden for the wedding. Today’s average bride and groom are in their later twenties, with established careers and their own households, and are probably footing the bill themselves for a considerable portion of the wedding. Getting married in the bride’s hometown isn’t necessarily the logical choice anymore — especially if she hasn’t lived there in a decade.

Among the things to consider as you decide in what city you will marry:

    • Will you logistically be able to plan a wedding in that city?


If you are planning a wedding long-distance, be prepared for a bigger long-distance phone bill; you will also probably need to travel to that city several times before the big event to finalize important details in person.

    • How convenient or inconvenient is that city to the people you most want to participate in the wedding?


If the grandparents you adore live in a small town in Georgia two hundred miles from the nearest airport, and you are considering holding your wedding at Yosemite National Forest in California, Grandma and Grandpa will have to endure travel days over twelve hours long each way to attend the event.

    • How big a wedding do you want to have (how many guests), and how many will need to travel a long distance to attend?


If you’ve always dreamed of an enormous event attended by everyone you ever knew growing up, you’re best off having the wedding where the largest number of them live. You can probably count on close friends and family traveling great distances to witness your marriage, but more casual acquaintances may not be inclined to plan a flight to join the celebration. If your guest list is all out of state, you’re probably looking at a smaller event.

    • Are the elements you want available in that city?


If your wedding day dreams include exchanging vows in a Gothic cathedral, you may not find what you’re looking for in beautiful Jackson Hole, Wyoming. If marrying on a majestic mountaintop, overlooking miles of meadows, is your dream, you’re going to have to leave New York City.

House of Worship or Not?

Another important consideration — one that will strongly influence your selection of a ceremony location, the vows you exchange, and many other elements of your ceremony — is whether or not you plan to have a religious ceremony. Religion is one of those topics that some people are uncomfortable discussing outside the context of their own spiritual (or nonspiritual) life. However, if you’re planning a wedding, it’s an unavoidable topic.

The decision about whether or not to have a religious ceremony, whether in a house of worship or a strictly secular location, should be made by the bride and groom alone. Parents may not be pleased; friends may question the decision; but if a couple is mature enough to wed, their choices with regard to religious observance or nonobservance should be respected.

If the bride and groom themselves are at odds about the matter, it must be addressed immediately. A couple’s ability to reach an understanding about religious matters is essential not only to planning a meaningful ceremony, but also to countless circumstances that are likely to follow within the marriage itself — from celebrating holidays to child rearing. If there’s a problem, work it out now.

The decision about whether or not to have a religious ceremony should stem not from the desire to be married in a particular location, but rather, of course, from a desire to be married within that religious tradition. Some religions require that a marriage take place within a sanctioned house of worship in order to be recognized by the religious body. Others are more flexible on this matter, and the ceremony can take place just about anywhere. Generally speaking, nonreligious locations — hotels, parks, gardens, historic sites, and the like — are available for religious or nonreligious ceremonies. Most houses of worship, on the other hand, have restrictions about who may be married there and what kinds of ceremonies can be performed. While some houses of worship will accommodate nonreligious ceremonies involving nonmembers, those having nonreligious ceremonies will probably be limited to non-religious locations.

Because the policies vary widely among different religions, denominations, and sects and even among different congregations within a single denomination, the only way to find out if you may be married in a particular house of worship, and the specific conventions or restrictions associated with marrying there, is to ask. If your request to be married in a particular house of worship is declined, don’t hesitate to ask why. It may be that by attending classes or converting to that faith, you may be married there. Certainly it is not advisable to “take on” a faith simply to secure a ceremony location; however, if your commitment is true, this may be the perfect opportunity to strengthen your spiritual life. If instead the bottom line is that you and the house of worship just aren’t going to see eye to eye, move on. There are many lovely places to hold your ceremony; you can find one that shares your sensibilities.

In the United States, religious institutions are increasingly asking those who wish to be married within the religious community to participate in some kind of prewedding marriage preparation course, conducted either by the resident officiant or through a related organization or group. In some cases participation is optional; in other cases it is mandatory. The sooner you understand the expectations of the house of worship where you plan to marry, the better. Arrange to meet with the officiant or other official at your earliest convenience to discuss your plans and clarify expectations. At this first meeting you should also plan to discuss what restrictions, if any, the institution has with regard to the vows you will recite, musical selections, readings, and all other elements of your ceremony.

Indoors or Outdoors?

The most obvious consideration when deciding whether or not to have an indoor or outdoor ceremony is weather. Weather predicting has become very sophisticated, and you can find numerous so-called authorities that will predict the weather in your wedding city on your projected wedding date … but don’t count on it. We all know that these predictions are far from 100 percent accurate. You should always have a backup plan if you are planning an outdoor event.

If you are planning a wedding in colder climes during winter, be practical. Even if the weather is clear, the temperature is likely to be too chilly outdoors for most of your guests. Different regions of the country are prone to rainy weather during the spring, so plan accordingly. Other areas experience high humidity during the summer and early fall; your guests may melt if asked to sit through an outdoor ceremony.

Don’t just consider the weather in terms of the magic moment itself; snow, ice, and rain can also create havoc on the roadways and impede your guests, vendors, and service providers or even your own ability to make it to the event on time … or at all.

If you are considering an outdoor wedding, you should realize that there are other variables than the weather that may be beyond your control. The location may be subject to disruptive or distracting noises or sounds. A wedding in a civic garden may seem the perfect idea — but what if you arrive at the location on the big day only to discover a road crew tearing up the neighboring city street with jackhammers? Will low-flying jets drown out your vows? If you plan to marry outside, visit the location at the chosen time of day, on the same day of the week, to gauge the ambient decibels. Bring a picnic basket and stay awhile. Check with local authorities to make sure there isn’t a major demolition project or public parade scheduled at or near the site on your special day.

If your outdoor location is a public one — such as a city park — be aware that your event may be interrupted by the public. When you book the location, make sure there is a clear understanding of the specific boundaries of the area you are to use, how the boundaries will be enforced, and what other events or public access will be allowed to take place adjacent to that location on the day of your wedding. Even if a passerby is just curious, he or she might unwittingly interrupt or intrude upon the event. If that is a concern, you must take steps in advance to secure the perimeter of the location, which may mean hiring a private security service.

An outdoor location might also present obstacles to participants or guests with health concerns — particularly those with allergies or physical limitations that might make it difficult for them to reach the location. If you’re planning to marry amid an alpine meadow in the pristine Idaho wilderness, make sure in advance that your officiant won’t have a sneezing attack and that your dearest great-aunt who uses a walker will have a way to the spot without trouble.

Finally, there are the two essentials for a wedding that might not be in ready supply if you plan to wed out of doors: electricity and rest rooms. Don’t laugh. It’s difficult to have a wedding without the first, and please don’t try to have one without the second.

With regard to the ceremony, electricity can be essential for lighting, musical equipment, and sound equipment. Planning on having a candlelit ceremony, engaging an a cappella choir, and just speaking loudly? Okay, you can probably forgo electricity, but make sure you have authorization to have open flames, and have an emergency fire plan in case something goes wrong. Electricity may also be essential for your photographer and videographer, so if you really plan to have your ceremony sans electricity, make sure all your vendors and service providers are aware of this limitation. Keep in mind that if you will need to rent and use a generator to power your event, you may have a noise problem; most generators are quite loud.

As for rest rooms … well, there’s just no doing without them, especially if your location is for both the ceremony and the reception. If your outdoor location has rest room facilities, make sure they are in good working order and that their plumbing is sufficient for an event of your size and duration. Expect that each guest will need to use the facilities about once every three hours. If you will need to rent portable rest rooms in order to stage that wedding on that long stretch of deserted beachfront, keep in mind that each unit typically reaches capacity after 115 uses. If only your ceremony will take place in that location, you can probably get away with just two rest rooms — one for women and one for men. (Two might seem excessive, but it also provides you with a solution should one malfunction.) If your location will be used for the ceremony and the reception, and your combined events will last four to five hours, you should plan on a minimum of two rest rooms per 150 guests. For each hour past five hours that your event will last, count on needing one additional rest room.

One Location or Two?

Before you begin to visit potential ceremony locations, you should take some time to consider whether you prefer to have your ceremony in one location and the reception in another or to have both events in a single location. Each approach has its own advantages and possible drawbacks.

One Location (for Both Ceremony and Reception)

    • Participants will not have to travel or risk becoming lost between locations

    • Celebration feels more like one big event than two separate events

    • Parking/valet arrangements need to be made for only one site

    • Ceremony decorations (such as flowers) can be easily repurposed for reception

    • If house of worship: location ideal for ceremony site may not include restaurant, catering, or ballroom-type facilities

    • If house of worship: location may restrict the serving of alcohol, other beverages, or menu selections

    • May be more difficult to have different guest lists for ceremony and reception

    • May save on invitation costs by eliminating need for reception insert cards

    • Guests may be less inclined to skip ceremony and attend only reception

    • Guests may be inclined to linger around the ceremony area (observing photo taking, taking photos themselves, and so on) rather than proceed on to reception area

    • If other weddings are being held on-site after your ceremony, guests attending other weddings may mistake your reception event for the one they are attending

Two Locations (One for Ceremony, Another for Reception)

    • Easier to create a ceremony that is distinct from the reception (for example, a serious, elegant ceremony contrasted with a casual, over-the-top reception)

    • Allows for ceremony in a house of worship, followed by a reception in a secular location, which may be better suited for a partylike celebration

    • Participants will have to travel between locations

    • Parking/valet arrangements will possibly need to be made for two sites

    • Easier to have different guest lists for ceremony and reception

    • Need for reception insert cards in wedding invitations will probably mean higher overall invitations costs

    • Guests may be more inclined to skip ceremony and attend only reception

Get Hitched at City Hall?

For many couples, the perfect wedding is a civil ceremony. And if you think a civil ceremony necessarily means the bride and groom alone making a quick trip to City Hall, guess again; today’s civil ceremony can be short and sweet or as elaborate as the traditional church or synagogue ceremony. The key distinguishing factor in a civil ceremony is who performs the service: a civil authority (as opposed to a religious one). Depending on the laws of your state, that might mean a judge, a mayor, a justice of the peace, superior court or county clerk, or other official, whether elected or appointed. To find out who is authorized to perform civil ceremonies in your area, contact your local marriage license–issuing office.

If you wish to be wed, for example, by your local justice of the peace, and that meets your county’s requirements, your next step is to contact the justice directly to find out your options for when and where such a ceremony might take place. You may be required to bring two additional adults to witness your ceremony, or the civil authority may be able to provide sufficient witnesses for you. Be sure to inquire what flexibility you might have as to the nature of the ceremony — if you may create your own vows and so forth — and find out the officiant’s fee. Most states do not allow judges to charge a fee for performing ceremonies during regular business hours, but after hours, on weekends, and on court holidays, they may charge a fee. While civil ceremonies often take place in civic offices, many couples today opt to have a civil authority perform their ceremony at a more conventional (albeit secular) ceremony location; all you need to do is locate a civil authority who is willing to perform your ceremony “on location.”

Happily Ever After, Vegas Style

For many couples, especially those with budget concerns or who want to “get hitched quick,” Las Vegas is the way to wed. Whether the celebration will include just the bride and groom or be extended to include family members or friends, Vegas offers many options. The revitalization and diversification of Las Vegas as a travel destination, and the addition of extravagant (even outlandish) new hotels, mean that a Vegas wedding no longer necessarily means a quickie ceremony at a neon-lit chapel. If a Vegas wedding is what you have in mind, consider the following:


    • Most of the big hotels offer wedding packages that include accommodations, use of an on-site chapel (bigger hotels may have more than one), and a range of amenities, usually including a wedding coordinator who will handle all the details. If you have guests who need accommodations, you may be able to negotiate a reduced group rate for your rooms.

    • Wedding chapels similarly offer packages that include flowers, wedding gown and tuxedo rental, and even salon-style hair and makeup services. When you make your arrangements, make sure you have an explicit understanding of what is or isn’t included and what any extras will cost.

    • Historically, the appeal of a Vegas wedding was that it could be fast, and even now there is no waiting period for a marriage license in Nevada (which currently will set you back $35 from the Clark County Clerk’s Office). No medical exam is required. Men and women must be at least eighteen years of age, although a license will be granted to a bride or groom sixteen or over with parental consent.

    • With regard to your ceremony: Most chapels will only permit the ceremony to be performed by their “in house” officiant, so you should keep in mind that your Vegas wedding will probably be nonreligious and your ability to personalize the ceremony (by including your own vows, for example) will probably be limited.



For more information:

 

Marriage Licenses

Clark County Clerk

309 S. Third St., 3rd floor

Las Vegas, NV 89115

702-455-3156

 

Wedding Chapels

Little Chapel of the Flowers

800-843-2410

www.littlechapel.com



Little White Wedding Chapel

800-545-8111

www.marryme2000.com



Viva Las Vegas Chapel

800-574-4450

www.vivalasvegasweddings.com

 

Hotels That Include Wedding Chapels

Bellagio

888-464-4436

www.bellagiolasvegas.com



Caesars Palace

800-634-6001

www.caesars.com



Mandalay Bay

877-632-7701

www.mandalaybay.com



MGM Grand

888-646-1203

www.mgmgrand.com/lv



Monte Carlo

800-822-8651

www.monte-carlo.com



Paris, Las Vegas

877-796-2092

www.paris-lv.com



Treasure Island

800-866-4748

www.treasureisland.com



Tropicana

800-325-5839

www.tropicanachapel.com



Venetian

877-883-6423

www.venetian.com

Logistical Considerations

In ancient Greece, January was considered the ideal month in which to be wed. Victorian England popularized the concept of the June wedding — so that even now we continue to speak of “the June bride.” In America today, June is no longer the most popular month for weddings; statistics tell us that May is. Still, spring into summer weddings remain the most common — no doubt owing to weather considerations. A whopping 70 percent of all weddings take place between May and September. More weddings during that time of year mean a greater demand for ceremony locations. So time of year is just one of the factors to consider when selecting your wedding date.

Your first consideration in selecting a month or season in which to marry is timing: How soon do you want to wed, and can you plan a wedding in the amount of time available to you? Experts recommend you give yourself a full year to plan. That’s a generous allotment, but if you are planning an elaborate event, have career or other obligations that place significant demands on your time, or simply must have a particular date and location, you should indeed give yourself a year to plan. If you have less time, you may want to aim for a smaller, less complicated event.

Another consideration, as mentioned already, is weather. A Christmas wedding may sound perfect, but if you plan to marry in Wisconsin, dare you risk that snow will keep guests from making it to the church on time? If you have your heart set on marrying in your native Louisiana, an August wedding might be a bad idea, unless humidity doesn’t bother you, your family, and your friends. Only you can know just how weather-resistant you and your guests are. Consider the weather when selecting a date.

If you wish to marry in your church, synagogue, or other house of worship, be sure to speak with your officiant as soon as possible. Most religious institutions give preference to members and/or their children. Still, popular locations or institutions with large congregations can become booked up months in advance. And other events to be held in the facilities or on the grounds might conflict with your desired schedule. The sooner you can meet and secure a date, the better.

Also be aware that in some cases religious law may dictate restrictions on when you may be wed and who may participate in or witness the event. For example, Jewish weddings are traditionally not to be held on the Jewish Sabbath, from sundown on Friday to sundown on Saturday, or on other holy days. However, different branches and even different rabbis may interpret the parameters of the Sabbath differently, so you should check with your synagogue or rabbi to learn the specific restrictions. In the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons), only church members in good standing may attend a temple ceremony, so many Mormon couples have a second celebration in another location that all guests may attend.

If you are planning to be married somewhere other than in a religious building, you should still attempt to secure a location as early in the planning process as possible. Civic facilities, including parks, museums, and gardens, may have annual or special events that limit the scheduling of weddings. State or federal holidays may also put restrictions on availability. Hotels will generally not present obstacles based on religious or civic laws, but their calendar will include other weddings, receptions, parties, balls, conventions, seminars, meetings, and the like.
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