
EXPLORING NON-RELIGIOUS WORLDVIEWST

Ѻ1

	ow mig#t non-religious +eo+le 
cele�rate t#eir wedding҉

SOCIOLOGY THEOLOGY

PHILOSOPHY

LOOKING 
AT DATA

CREATING 
SURVEYS

EXPLORING 
CASE STUDIES

LOOKING AT 
INTERVIEWS

CONSTRUCTING 
ARGUMENTS

EVALUATING 
ARGUMENTS

OBSERVATION ASK QUESTIONS

LOOKING AT 
STORIES

EXAMINING 
TEXT

NEXT 
STEPS

ESSENTIAL 
KNOWLEDGE FOR 

THE PUPIL 

CLSSROOM
READY

RESOURCES

CONTINUOUS 
PROVISION

�ackground knowledge for t#e teac#er 
• Wedding ceremonies in the UK used to 

be overwhelmingly religious in character, 
but as the population has become more 
secular, there are more and more non-
religious weddings. 

• Many weddings take place in hotels or 
other licensed wedding venues and are 
non-religious in many varied ways. 

• In 2019 there were 40,000 religious 
wedding ceremonies and 180,000 civil 
ceremonies in England and Wales. At 
the same time, there were over 1000 
humanist ceremonies in England and 
Wales each year. 

• In academic religious study, the power 
of ritual is explained: actions and 
symbols can carry meanings beyond 
words, connect people to long traditions 
and wide communities, and make 
meaning visiBle. 

This unit of work presents two couples 
and invites pupils to be their ‘wedding 
planners’. The pupils will learn about 
a wide range of wedding symbols and 
rituals. 4hey will consider Ýve ideas for 
each couple from a choice of 15, and have 
the opportunity to invent some symbols 
and rituals of their own.

The RE Council’s Statement of Entitlement 
for RE intends that pupils should explore 
values, commitments and morality. This 
work enables a class to think about ‘how 
worldviews may provide guidance on how 
to live a good life’, particularly in relation 
to ideas about marriage.

For those using RE Today units of work 
and syllabuses, this work could be used as 
part of a sequence of learning in ‘How and 
why do people mark the signiÝcant events 
in life�l

Essential knowledge 
By the end of this unit pupils should 
know:

• that non-religious weddings can use 
symbols and rituals that are chosen by 
the people getting married

• that symbols of love, togetherness, 
faithfulness and unity come in different 
forms

• how to deploy their new knowledge 
thoughtfully in relation to couples 
planning their non-religious weddings

�ey 1oca�ulary
Secular, non-religious, humanist, ‘spiritual 
but not religious’, symbolism, ritual

Next steps
• Study some other rites of passage and 

how these are conducted for non-religious 
people. 

Classroom ready 
resources

Go to www.natre.org.uk/exploring-
religion-and-worldviews to access the 
resources and links below:

• a video about a humanist wedding 
• a page and resources from Humanists 

UK to support those who want a 
humanist wedding, including a Ýlm 
mentioning symbols that could be used 

• a website about Buddhists that is 
typical of many wedding planning sites 
that offer religion-speciÝc advice 

• a ‘guide for brides’ article about 
interfaith weddings 

Members are able to download extra 
resources to support this unit: 

• a copy of the unit
• a PowerPoint presentation to use with 

your class

Prior knowledge
In order to access the learning 
in this unit, pupils should have 
learnt about:

• wedding ceremonies from 
one or more different 
religions 

• many people being non-
religious in different ways, 
including the highly visible 
humanists and the less 
visible ‘spiritual but not 
religious’  

Assessment for 7–9s
The statements below suggest 
expected outcomes from this 
unit for 9-year-olds. Adapt 
them for the age of pupils you 
are teaching. These link to 
the outcomes for this series of 
books shown on the webpages. 
You may need to adapt them 
slightly for the syllabus or 
guidelines you follow.

Expected outcomes
• Identify and explain core 

beliefs about humanism 
and/or another non-religious 
worldview and how these 
might affect making 
decisions about a wedding.

• Describe how people show 
their beliefs and values in 
their wedding ceremony.

• Identify some differences in 
how people put their beliefs 
and values into practice in 
wedding ceremonies.

This unit helps pupils in 
Scotland to achieve RME2-09b 
and 2-09b.

Welsh RVE sub-lenses for this 
unit can be found at 
www.natre.org.uk/
exploring-religion-and-
worldviews
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7edding ceremony Ýgures from /.3 �����	 k-arriages in %ngland and 7alesl �/', v�.�	� humanist wedding 
information from Law Commission (2022) ‘Getting Married: A Consultation Paper on Weddings Law’ (OGL v3.0) 
and Humanists UK website, regarding humanist weddings not yet legally recognised in England and Wales.
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Step 1
ҍ�on-religiousҎ 
)t can Be difÝcult to Ýnd appropriate language to descriBe non-religious people as they 
usually do not categorise themselves in terms of religion because for many of them it 
is not important. There is also lots of diversity within the non-religious community (as 
there is in religious communities too).

Share with the pupils the key words on p. 21 used to describe people’s non-religiousness.

$iscuss what each one might mean and come up with a class deÝnition. 4hese 
deÝnitions might help you�

• non-religious: an overarching term encompassing a wide variety of people who 
do not identify as being religious

• secular: not having a connection with religion
• spiritual but not religious: people who do not usually belong to a religion 

but do not always reject a belief in God or an afterlife, and take part in ritual 
practices

• humanist: a person who has a non-religious worldview or approach to life� 
who believes that the world is a natural place and we should ask questions to 
understand it, and that people are free to decide what makes them happy and 
try to follow the 'olden 2ule� and who does not Believe in 'od.

Step 2
�#at is a wedding 
+lanner҉
Introduce the idea of a 
wedding planner. 

Discuss:

• If pupils have been to a wedding, 
what did they Ýnd memoraBle, 
moving or meaningful? 

• What were the best bits? 

3how the pupils the Ýlm from 
Classroom-ready resources of a 
humanist wedding and�or the Ýlm on 
the Humanists UK website.

Ask pupils to work in pairs to make a 
list of the best ideas they already have 
to make a wedding wonderful: they 
will be ‘wedding planners’ for a day.

Step 3
�eaning of sym�ols and rituals
Discuss with the pupils what a symbol is. Symbols 
are open to interpretation at many levels. For 
example, Pudsey Bear is the symbol of Children in 
Need. Pudsey is much more than just a teddy bear 
– he represents caring, charity, and the people 
who are supported and those who raise money. 
Ask pupils to think of other examples.

A wedding ring is another example. It has 
monetary value but it represents much more – 
perhaps unending love and the promises made 
between two people.

Discuss with the pupils what a ritual is. Perhaps 
use the example of singing ‘Happy Birthday’ and 
blowing out candles on a cake. 

Ask them:

• How would two non-religious people who 
wanted a grand ceremony 
for their wedding design their 
wedding day? 

• How might they celebrate their 
love and life together? What 
symbols and rituals would 
express their vision of life 
together? 

Use Resource 5.1 on pp. 23–24 with 
the class. Talk through the 15 ideas. 

• 7hich ideas do the pupils like� 
• Why? 
• Can they spot all the different 

kinds of symbols in the ideas? 
There are at least 12.

Step 4
Wedding planning
'ive pupils 2esource �.�� 
talk through its contents 
to make sure the children 
understand each one. 

Next, share Resource 5.2 on 
p. 25, featuring two couples 
describing their wedding plans. Both couples 
want non-religious weddings, But they are 
rather different.

Resource 5.3 on p. 26, is for 
notes and ideas. 

Ask pupils to work in pairs or 
groups to: 

• choose Ýve symBols, 
rituals or ideas that they 
would suggest to each 
couple 

Ask the group to make notes 
on Resource 5.3. They will 
need one sheet for each 
couple.

Encourage them to be original 
and go beyond the information 
given as they may come up 
with fresh ideas of their own. 

The following sentence starters 
might be useful:

• We suggest you might like 
… because …

• It means …

Step 5
Explanation 
of sym�ols 
and rituals
Using the information 
from their paired or 
group work in Step 
4 and the notes on 
Resource 5.3, ask pupils 
to write an email to 
the couples explaining 
the wedding plans they 
suggest for them. 

Ask pupils to:

• focus on the 
meanings and 
symbols they have 
suggested 

• explain why they 
have chosen those 
rituals and symbols

• explain how they 
think they match 
the couple’s beliefs, 
values and aims for 
the wedding

• use key vocabulary.

Get pupils to read 
out their ideas to 
other groups and take 
suggestions to redraft 
and improve their work, 
until it is the best they 
can make it. 
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Fifteen ways to make a non-religious 
wedding full of meaning

Resource 5.1
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Readings: poetry 
or prose

Weddings often include some poems 
or readings done by friends or 

family, and chosen by the couple 
– perhaps favourite famous words 
about love and togetherness. What 

should these couples choose?

A humanist celebrant
Humanists UK provides celebrants who 
are experienced at leading a wedding. 

They will help the couple design 
their ceremony with no reference to 
God or religion. Why do they now 
conduct more than 1,000 weddings 

a year in England and Wales?

A scarf that ties 
people together 

This custom is common in Hindu 
weddings: a silk scarf that symbolises 
togetherness and the bond between a 
wife and husband is tied around the 
couple, to show their lives are now 
forever bound together. Could this 
custom be adapted for any couple?

Dancing
It’s a widely used custom to have a 
Ýrst danCe for the CouPle who are 

marrying, and they choose a song or 
music that shows what they are all 

about as a couple. Then everyone joins 
in to show their love for the couple. 
Suggest some meaningful songs.

Golden rings 
exchanged

An ancient symbol of precious and 
unending love, golden rings are used 
by many religious people and others. 
Worn forever to mark out the new 
partners’ promises to be faithful to 

each other, the rings are a permanent 
reminder of their marriage vows.

Clothes to symbolise love, 
unity and faithfulness 

Christian brides often wear white 
to show pure love and pure 

intentions. Hindus often wear red 
and gold for passion and royalty 

(for a day!). Some Buddhists 
choose orange for a wedding. What 
colour scheme, with what symbolic 

meanings, would you select?

Ancestors
Sometimes when followers of the 
Buddha marry – for example, in 

Japanese tradition – there is a table 
full of photo frames, with pictures 
of ancestors from both sides of 
the family. It honours the family 

histories of both ‘sides’ of the new 
family. Would it be a good way 
to show two families uniting?

Photocopiable by purchasing institutions © Copyright RE Today Services 2023 ѺѾ
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Wedding plans thought-capture sheet
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The names of the couple: What are their values and what 
meanings do they want in their 
wedding?

What sort of wedding do they want?

Our five iDeas for Your WeDDinG� 

• We suggest you might like … because …

• It means …

1. 2.

3. 4.

5. 

Now write up your plan in an email to the couple you have been thinking about, 
suggesting the customs, symbols and ideas you have chosen for them. Make sure 
you explain why these ideas might suit the kind of wedding they want. Use your 
keywords in your writing. Explain the symbols you choose and the meanings they 
can have.

Photocopiable by purchasing institutions © Copyright RE Today Services 2023
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We want our wedding ceremony to be exciting 
for all our family and friends, and we don’t 
care about traditions – we’d like it to feel cool 
and modern. We have booked a very grand 
house with a fantastic ballroom for the day. 
As huManists� We LiKe the iDea that our WeDDinG 
can be whatever we want it to be. We want a 
secular wedding. We will include some great 
ways to show how much we love each other.

We like to think of ourselves as really tuned 
in to the Earth and to other people. We like a 
spiritual way of living. We are not atheists. But 
we are not Christians – or part of any religions 
either. We are having our wedding at a hotel 
with lovely gardens. We are inviting about 100 
people. We love making rituals work in our 
own way. We don’t have very much money, but 
it’s the celebration that matters, not the price.

Bryony and David are humanists. 
They believe in being ‘good without God’.

4hey want their wedding to reÞect their love of rock music p they met at a gig. 4hey say, 
k&amily and friends really matter to us, and weld like a wedding that symBolises our love 
and care for each other.l 

"oth of them want the wedding to eXpress the love they have found. 

7hat four words�phrases do they choose to sum up the wedding they want� k-erriment, 
fun, taking it seriously and music.l 

4hey are asking you p the wedding planners p if you can suggest Ýve ways �symBols, 
rituals, ideas	 to make it work for a couple like them.

Ali and Dan are spiritual but not religious. 
4hey want to make a wedding day that they will rememBer forever. 

4hey want to have ceremonies and rituals that would Be great for everyone to Join in, and use 
meaningful symBols for love, togetherness and Becoming a partnership they hope will last forever. 

7hat four words�phrases do they choose to sum up their wedding� k,oving, family, meaning and 
memory-making.l

4hey are asking you p the wedding planners p if you can suggest Ýve ways �symBols, rituals, 
ideas	 to make it work for a couple like them. 

0hotocopiaBle By purchasing institutions � #opyright 2% 4oday 3ervices ����
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Fifteen ways to make a non-religious 
wedding full of meaning

Resource 5.1 

Unity candles
As the ceremony begins, on a lovely 
table two small candles burn, lit by 
the mothers of the partners. A large 
gold candle, unlit, stands between 
them. The big candle is lit by the 

couple together. Why is that a good 
symbol of their new life together? 

Promises and vows
A vow is like a double-strength 

promise. People at weddings often 
make vows to each other: to stay 
together whatever, to be true to 
each other, to love in bad times 
and good, to forgive, to share 
equally. What vows would you 

suggest for these couples?

Shared and 
special food

Lots of couples love a big feast, 
inviting both sides of the new family 
and all their friends. What is on the 
menu? Often food that celebrates 

love, togetherness and joy. A massive 
cake, for example? What else?

Handfasting
The couple choose different coloured 
ribbons and cords and wind these 

slowly round each other’s hands and 
Ýngers� )s tying themselVes together a 
good symbol for being in love? What 
colours would you choose, and why?

Uniting the families 
with a ritual the 

couple create
Some couples create a ritual of their 
own: releasing two doves, planting 

two trees, singing a duet. What ideas 
can you suggest for a fresh ritual?

Seven steps round 
a hoLY fire

Hindu custom includes the bride and 
groom tying themselves to each other 
and taking seven steps to remind them 

of the seven things they think make 
a good marriage. What seven steps 
would make a good partnership? 

Music and singing
The couple choose their favourite 

music – romantic, spiritual or 
beloved, songs or instrumentals – 
to oPen and Ýnish the Ceremony� 
They may ask musically gifted 

friends to play or sing. What songs 
or music would you choose?

Two trees 
GroWinG toGether

Jewish weddings usually have an 
artistic paper called a Ketubah. 

)tls often designed with two trees 
growing together as a symbol of 
the new couple. Should couples 

have a marriage contract? 

ѿ–
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5nitY canDLes
As the ceremony begins, on a lovely 
table two small candles burn, lit by 
the mothers of the partners. A large 
gold candle, unlit, stands between 
them. The big candle is lit by the 

couple together. Why is that a good 
symbol of their new life together? 

Promises and vows
A vow is like a double-strength 

promise. People at weddings often 
make vows to each other: to stay 
together whatever, to be true to 
each other, to love in bad times 
and good, to forgive, to share 
equally. What vows would you 

suggest for these couples?

Shared and 
special food

Lots of couples love a big feast, 
inviting both sides of the new family 
and all their friends. What is on the 
menu? Often food that celebrates 

love, togetherness and joy. A massive 
cake, for example? What else?

Handfasting
The couple choose different coloured 
ribbons and cords and wind these 

slowly round each other’s hands and 
Ýngers� )s tying themselVes together a 
good symbol for being in love? What 
colours would you choose, and why?

5nitinG the faMiLies 
with a ritual the 

couple create
Some couples create a ritual of their 
own: releasing two doves, planting 

two trees, singing a duet. What ideas 
can you suggest for a fresh ritual?

Seven steps round 
a hoLY fire

Hindu custom includes the bride and 
groom tying themselves to each other 
and taking seven steps to remind them 

of the seven things they think make 
a good marriage. What seven steps 
would make a good partnership? 

Music and singing
The couple choose their favourite 

music – romantic, spiritual or 
beloved, songs or instrumentals – 
to oPen and Ýnish the Ceremony� 
They may ask musically gifted 

friends to play or sing. What songs 
or music would you choose?

Two trees 
GroWinG toGether

Jewish weddings usually have an 
artistic paper called a Ketubah. 

It’s often designed with two trees 
growing together as a symbol of 
the new couple. Should couples 

have a marriage contract? 
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Readings: poetry 
or prose

Weddings often include some poems 
or readings done by friends or 

family, and chosen by the couple 
– perhaps favourite famous words 
about love and togetherness. What 

should these couples choose?

A humanist celebrant
Humanists UK provides celebrants who 
are experienced at leading a wedding. 

They will help the couple design 
their ceremony with no reference to 
God or religion. Why do they now 
conduct more than 1,000 weddings 

a year in England and Wales?

A scarf that ties 
people together 

This custom is common in Hindu 
weddings: a silk scarf that symbolises 
togetherness and the bond between a 
wife and husband is tied around the 
couple, to show their lives are now 
forever bound together. Could this 
custom be adapted for any couple?

Dancing
It’s a widely used custom to have a 
Ýrst danCe for the CouPle who are 

marrying, and they choose a song or 
music that shows what they are all 

about as a couple. Then everyone joins 
in to show their love for the couple. 
Suggest some meaningful songs.

Golden rings 
exchanged

An ancient symbol of precious and 
unending love, golden rings are used 
by many religious people and others. 
Worn forever to mark out the new 
partners’ promises to be faithful to 

each other, the rings are a permanent 
reminder of their marriage vows.

#Lothes to sYMBoLise Love� 
unity and faithfulness 

Christian brides often wear white 
to show pure love and pure 

intentions. Hindus often wear red 
and gold for passion and royalty 

(for a day!). Some Buddhists 
choose orange for a wedding. What 
colour scheme, with what symbolic 

meanings, would you select?

Ancestors
Sometimes when followers of the 
Buddha marry – for example, in 

Japanese tradition – there is a table 
full of photo frames, with pictures 
of ancestors from both sides of 
the family. It honours the family 

histories of both ‘sides’ of the new 
family. Would it be a good way 
to show two families uniting?

Photocopiable by purchasing institutions © Copyright RE Today Services 2023
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We want our wedding ceremony to be exciting 
for aLL our faMiLY anD frienDs� anD We Donlt 
care about traditions – we’d like it to feel cool 
and modern. We have booked a very grand 
house with a fantastic ballroom for the day. 
As huManists� We LiKe the iDea that our WeDDinG 
can be whatever we want it to be. We want a 
secular wedding. We will include some great 
ways to show how much we love each other.

We like to think of ourselves as really tuned 
in to the Earth and to other people. We like a 
spiritual way of living. We are not atheists. But 
we are not Christians – or part of any religions 
either. We are having our wedding at a hotel 
with lovely gardens. We are inviting about 100 
people. We love making rituals work in our 
oWn WaY. 7e Donlt have verY Much MoneY� But 
itls the ceLeBration that Matters� not the Price.

Bryony and David are humanists. 
They believe in being ‘good without God’.

4hey want their wedding to reÞect their love of rock music p they met at a gig. 4hey say, 
‘Family and friends really matter to us, and we’d like a wedding that symbolises our love 
and care for each other.’ 

Both of them want the wedding to express the love they have found. 

What four words/phrases do they choose to sum up the wedding they want? ‘Merriment, 
fun, taking it seriously and music.’ 

4hey are asking you p the wedding planners p if you can suggest Ýve ways �symBols, 
rituals, ideas) to make it work for a couple like them.

Ali and Dan are spiritual but not religious. 
They want to make a wedding day that they will remember forever. 

They want to have ceremonies and rituals that would be great for everyone to join in, and use 
meaningful symbols for love, togetherness and becoming a partnership they hope will last forever. 

What four words/phrases do they choose to sum up their wedding? ‘Loving, family, meaning and 
memory-making.’

4hey are asking you p the wedding planners p if you can suggest Ýve ways �symBols, rituals, 
ideas) to make it work for a couple like them. 
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The names of the couple: What are their values and what 
meanings do they want in their 
wedding?

What sort of wedding do they want?

Our five iDeas for Your WeDDinG� 

• We suggest you might like … because …

• It means …

1. 2.

3. 4.

5. 

.oW Write uP Your PLan in an eMaiL to the couPLe You have Been thinKinG aBout� 
suGGestinG the custoMs� sYMBoLs anD iDeas You have chosen for theM. MaKe sure 
You exPLain WhY these iDeas MiGht suit the KinD of WeDDinG theY Want. 5se Your 
keywords in your writing. Explain the symbols you choose and the meanings they 
can have.
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