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  Preface



Words That Make a World

Wedding Vows Across Civilisations




Every book begins with a question. This one began with a very small one, asked during a wedding.




The ceremony was a Hindu-Christian union — the kind of joyful, slightly chaotic, deeply moving event that happens with increasing frequency in a world where people cross the borders that once kept traditions separate. There were marigolds and a sacred fire. There were Fifty words refined by Thomas Cranmer. There were two families who did not share a language but shared, unmistakably, the same expression when the vows were spoken: the expression of people who understood, without needing translation, that something serious and beautiful was happening.




The question that arose in that moment was simple: how much of what those two sets of vows were saying was actually the same thing? Beneath the Sanskrit and the English, beneath the fire and the church organ, beneath the seven steps and the single declaration — was one promise being made, in two languages, for the same human reasons?




This book is the answer. It took ten traditions, eleven chapters of comparison, and twelve chapters of writing to arrive at it. The answer, as you will have discovered if you have reached this preface having read the book, is yes. Emphatically, surprisingly, and in ways that I found both intellectually satisfying and personally moving: yes.




The wedding vow is the most universal human ritual text. Every culture that has left a record of itself has one. And every culture’s version, when examined through the same analytical framework, turns out to be addressing the same essential questions: how long does this last? What happens when it is hard? What, specifically, are we promising? Who is watching? Will you stay faithful? And who will we be, in attempting to keep this promise, that we were not before we made it?




The differences between traditions are real and worth every chapter devoted to them. The Hindu Saptapadi is not the Nikah. The Ketubah is not the Catholic sacrament. The San-san-kudo is not the Zoroastrian Ashirwad. Each tradition’s answer to the common questions reflects a civilisation’s deepest values — its theology, its law, its social structure, its understanding of what a person is and what community means. Those differences are the book’s texture. The commonality is its spine.




What surprised me most, in the course of writing this book, was not the philosophical depth of any individual tradition — though that depth is real and remarkable in every case. What surprised me was the secular chapter. When every inherited tradition is stripped away and a contemporary couple is left to write their own vows from scratch, they reconstruct — draft by deleted draft — the same essential architecture that every tradition has always known. They rediscover duration, adversity, specificity, witness, and fidelity as if discovering them for the first time. Which, for them, they are. And which suggests that these elements are not cultural conventions. They are human necessities.




A note on scope: this book does not claim to be a comprehensive academic survey of any of the traditions it examines. Each tradition has a scholarship of its own, extending across centuries and libraries. What this book offers is a comparative reading — the kind of cross-traditional analysis that is most usefully done by someone who stands at the intersection of several traditions rather than deep within any one. I have tried to be accurate, fair, and honest about the limits of any single perspective. Where I have simplified, I have tried to simplify toward truth rather than away from it.




A note on humour: this book contains satire. The satire is affectionate. The traditions examined here are serious, beautiful, and ancient, and they are treated as such throughout. The satirical passages at the end of each chapter are not mockery. They are the kind of laughter that can only be earned by something taken seriously first — the laughter that says: this matters so much that we can afford to find it funny. Every tradition in this book would, I think, understand this. Most of them have a long tradition of it themselves.





The fire knows. The kami were there. The ancestors witnessed. The community holds. And somewhere, at this precise moment, a couple is standing at a threshold and saying the hardest, most hopeful, most necessary thing. They are us. They have always been us.







This book is for them. And for everyone who has stood where they are standing, in whatever tradition, before whatever witness, and given their troth.




~Mohan Krishnamurthy
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Why the vow — not the dress, the cake, or the guest list — is the whole point

“Marriage is a wonderful institution. But who wants to live in an institution? — Groucho Marx (who clearly never read the vows carefully enough)”


The Magnificent Distraction

Somewhere in the world, at this precise moment, someone is arguing about centrepieces.

Not in a small, private way. In the grand, consuming, existential way that only a wedding can produce — the kind of argument where the stated subject is peonies versus dahlias but the real subject is family expectations, sunk costs, and the suffocating weight of a single Saturday that has somehow come to represent the entire emotional history of two families and a love story.

Meanwhile, across town, another couple is locked in fierce negotiation about the seating arrangement — specifically, whether Great-Uncle Ramesh can be trusted to sit near the open bar, whether the groom’s college friends should be separated from the bride’s work colleagues on the grounds of “energy incompatibility,” and whether anyone has actually confirmed with the caterer about the three guests who identified themselves, at different times, as vegan, pescatarian, and “mostly vegetarian except for bacon.”

And somewhere else entirely, a bride is standing in a fitting room, surrounded by three mirrors and five opinions, trying to determine whether the dress she has spent eleven months and a medium-sized fortune selecting makes her look like herself — or like the best version of herself — or like the version of herself that her mother always imagined — and whether those are three different things, and whether that distinction matters, and whether it is too late to elope.


Every culture on earth has developed an elaborate system for making the wedding about everything except the vow. This book is about the vow.




This is a book about weddings. But it is not about any of those things.

It is about the one moment — typically lasting between thirty seconds and seven ceremonial steps — that sits quietly at the centre of all that magnificent distraction. The moment when the music stops, the florist stops weeping, Great-Uncle Ramesh puts down his glass, and two human beings look at each other and say, in words inherited from their ancestors or chosen in their own trembling voices, what they are promising.

That moment is the wedding. Everything else is the party.

Seven Billion People, One Ritual

Marriage is arguably the most universal human institution in recorded history. Anthropologists have found it in every culture they have studied — from hunter-gatherer societies to industrial civilisations, from ancient Mesopotamia to contemporary Reykjavik. It has taken different shapes: monogamous, polygamous, arranged, self-selected, sacred, contractual, celebrated for a day, or marked by a quiet walk to the village elder. But the core gesture — two people declaring, before witnesses, that they are joined — appears everywhere humans have left a record.

What is less remarked upon is this: so does the vow.

Almost every wedding tradition on earth includes a spoken element — words, prayers, or ceremonial language that formalises the union. Even traditions where the vow is wordless, like certain Shinto ceremonies, still contain a ritual of deliberate intention that functions as a promise. The silence, in those cases, is not the absence of a vow. It is the vow.

This matters because vows are not incidental to marriage. They are constitutive of it. A marriage, in most traditions, does not begin when the rings are exchanged, or when the reception begins, or when the guests throw rice or rose petals or, in certain spirited Mediterranean traditions, sugar-coated almonds with the approximate aerodynamic properties of small stones. A marriage begins when the words are said. The vow is the act.

This is why, across ten thousand years and every inhabited continent, humans have treated the vow with extraordinary seriousness. The words have been debated by theologians, codified by lawyers, refined by priests, challenged by philosophers, and quietly subverted by couples who whispered amendments to each other in the back of the car on the way to the ceremony. The words have survived translation across languages, migration across continents, and the collapse of the civilisations that first produced them. When the Book of Common Prayer was written in the sixteenth century, it was already drawing on vow traditions that were centuries older. When a Hindu couple today takes the Saptapadi — the seven steps around the sacred fire — they are performing a ritual whose origins reach back further than most nations.

These words are, in the most literal sense, ancient technology. And like all ancient technology that has survived, they must be doing something right.

What a Vow Actually Is

A vow is not a feeling. This is its first and most important distinction from everything else that happens at a wedding.

The love you feel for the person standing across from you is a feeling. The joy of the day is a feeling. The relief that the centrepiece dispute was resolved (peonies won; dahlia supporters were asked to move on) is a feeling. Feelings are real, and they matter enormously, but they are not the point of the vow — because feelings, by their nature, cannot be promised.

You cannot vow to feel love every day of your marriage. Any honest person who has been married for more than three years will confirm this. There will be days — during tax season, during a second bout of gastroenteritis, during that specific kind of argument that begins with someone “just asking a question” — when love will not be the dominant emotional experience of the household. This is not a failure of the marriage. It is the weather of a life.


A vow is a declaration of intent in the face of known uncertainty. It is what you promise to do when the feeling is not enough to carry you.




A vow is a declaration of intent. It is what you commit to doing — to choosing, repeatedly, actively — regardless of the weather. This is why vows across traditions tend to invoke hardship explicitly. “For richer, for poorer.” “In sickness and in health.” “In joy and in sorrow.” These clauses are not pessimistic. They are honest. They acknowledge that the person making the vow knows — everyone in the room knows — that the future will not be uniformly kind. The vow is made specifically in the face of that knowledge.

This is also why vows require witnesses. A private promise to yourself requires only memory to enforce it. A vow spoken before family, community, ancestors, God, or a sacred fire introduces accountability — not legal accountability in most cases, but social and moral accountability, which in human communities has always been the more powerful force. The witnesses are not just there for the photographs. They are the mechanism by which the vow becomes binding.

And this is why vows, when they fail — when marriages end — produce such a specific and particular kind of grief. The grief of a broken vow is different from the grief of a lost friendship, or a failed business, or a love that simply faded. It carries within it the echo of the words that were said. The specificity of what was promised. The names of the witnesses. The fire, or the altar, or the ring, or the step.

A Journey Through Ten Traditions

The ten chapters that follow each explore a different tradition’s approach to the wedding vow. They are not arranged by geography or chronology, though both inform each chapter. They are arranged to create a conversation — to place traditions in dialogue with each other so that the similarities and contrasts can be heard.

The traditions span the major world religions: Hinduism, Christianity in two of its major expressions (Protestant and Catholic), Judaism, Islam, Zoroastrianism, Shinto, and Buddhism. They include an African traditional ceremony in which the community itself is a co-celebrant, and they end with the secular humanist ceremony — the fastest-growing wedding tradition in the modern world — in which the couple faces the blank page of a vow with no liturgy to lean on, and must discover for themselves what they are actually trying to say.

Each chapter begins with a brief one-liner to ease you in — because this is, ultimately, a book about love, and love has always required a sense of humour to survive. Each chapter then unpacks the vow itself: its language, its origins, the philosophy embedded in its specific word choices, and the civilisational values it encodes. What does this tradition think marriage fundamentally is? What does it believe needs to be promised? What does it invoke as witness? What does it consider too important to leave unsaid?

And at the end of each chapter, there is a small, affectionate act of mischief — a satirical riff on what happens when a single word is swapped, or a clause is read with modern literalism, or the vow is subjected to the kind of scrutiny that its authors, writing in a different century for a different world, did not anticipate. These moments of humour are not disrespectful. They are, in fact, a form of respect — because only things that matter enough to take seriously are worth laughing at gently.


What the Words Reveal

Here is what ten chapters of vows will show you.

Every tradition — without exception — is trying to solve the same set of problems. How do you protect love against time? How do you build something permanent out of two people who will change, who will suffer, who will disappoint each other in ways that are currently unimaginable? How do you make a commitment that means something when you are twenty-five, at thirty-five, at fifty-five, when the world looks nothing like it did on the day you stood before your witnesses?

The answers differ. Hinduism embeds the promises in specific duties, step by step, witnessed by fire as the purest divine presence. Christianity reaches for permanence through sacred covenant and the invocation of God as the third party in every marriage. Judaism writes the obligations down in a legal contract before it ever reaches for blessing. Islam centres the entire ceremony on the consent of both parties — a radicalism, in its time, that is only fully apparent when you read it in historical context. Zoroastrianism places righteousness itself at the altar, arguing that a marriage built on anything less will not survive. Shinto dispenses with words entirely, trusting that a ceremony performed with full attention is more binding than any speech. African tradition widens the circle until the marriage belongs not just to the couple but to the community that will sustain it. Buddhism brings the gentlest and the most demanding vow — to be truly present — and leaves the couple to discover what that means. The secular humanist tradition confronts, without the cushion of inherited language, the raw question of what two people actually want to promise each other, and discovers, almost always, that they want to promise the same things everyone has always promised.


The differences are real, and they are fascinating. But the commonality is the more astonishing finding. Across every tradition in this book, the vow returns again and again to the same essential elements: witness, duration, duty, resilience, fidelity, and the acknowledgment that love, however powerful, is not enough on its own. Love needs words. Words need commitment. Commitment needs community. And community needs, at its centre, two people willing to stand up and say: I choose this. In front of everyone. On the record.




That, in the end, is what the vow is.

Not the dress. Not the cake. Not Great-Uncle Ramesh, who has, incidentally, found the bar again.

The vow.


SATIRE TWIST  A recent survey of 2,400 married couples asked what they most clearly remembered from their wedding ceremony. Sixteen percent remembered their vows word for word. Forty-one percent remembered “something about sickness and health.” Twenty-two percent remembered that the officiant “talked for a really long time.” Eleven percent remembered the vows primarily because they were “different from what we rehearsed.” The remaining ten percent remembered crying, but could not say exactly why. All 2,400 agreed that the vow, whatever it was, had felt important at the time. This, it turns
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