Chris Pappas’ Senate Pledge to Protect Marriage Equality
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A historic election has put Chris Pappas on course to become the first openly gay man in the US Senate, and he says marriage equality will matter when he weighs federal judicial nominees. For LGBTQ+ communities watching from the United States and abroad, his pledge highlights how much court appointments can shape rights people rely on in everyday life.
Essential takeaways
A milestone election: Chris Pappas won New Hampshire’s Senate race and is due to take office in January 2027.
A clear priority: He says judicial nominees should respect the Supreme Court precedent establishing same-sex marriage rights.
A legal distinction: The Respect for Marriage Act provides federal recognition and certain interstate protections, but does not itself require every state to issue same-sex marriage licences.
A personal perspective: Pappas celebrated his victory with his husband, Vann Bentley, whom he married in 2023.
A historic win, with marriage equality in focus
Pappas’s election is a milestone for representation, but his next role will also give him a say in who sits on the federal bench. In comments to LGBTQ+ publication The Advocate, he said respect for the Supreme Court’s marriage equality ruling would be a consideration as he assesses judicial nominees. His pledge gives a firm edge to what might otherwise sound like a general statement of support. (The Advocate, as reported by them.)
The 2015 decision in Obergefell v. Hodges established a nationwide constitutional right for same-sex couples to marry. The ruling required states to issue marriage licences and recognise qualifying marriages performed elsewhere. (The US Supreme Court.)
What the Respect for Marriage Act does, and doesn’t do
Congress added another layer of protection in 2022 with the Respect for Marriage Act. It requires federal recognition of marriages recognised under state law and requires states to recognise marriages lawfully performed elsewhere. (US Congress.)
But the law does not independently require every state to issue same-sex marriage licences if Obergefell were overturned. That distinction helps explain why supporters continue to watch the courts closely: statutory safeguards matter, yet the constitutional ruling remains central to nationwide marriage rights. (US Congress; the US Supreme Court.)
A Senate seat brings new influence
As a senator, Pappas will be able to question judicial nominees and vote on their confirmation, giving him a more direct role in shaping the federal judiciary than he had in the House. His comments signal what he says he will look for, but they don’t guarantee how any particular confirmation will go. (The Advocate, as reported by them; The Washington Blade.)
Pappas has previously backed federal protections for same-sex marriage. His election followed a contest against former Republican senator John E. Sununu, and he is due to take up the seat in January 2027. The job will bring the pledge out of campaign language and into the practical business of hearings and votes. (The Washington Blade; US Representative Chris Pappas.)
Representation has a personal dimension
Pappas celebrated his victory with his husband, Vann Bentley, whom he married in 2023. Their visibility in a chamber that has not previously had an openly gay male senator gives the milestone a human dimension beyond the election result itself. (The Advocate, as reported by them.)
That representation may resonate with LGBTQ+ people who have rarely seen relationships like their own reflected in national political institutions. It’s also a reminder that a public figure’s personal story can make questions of legal protection feel less abstract. (The Advocate, as reported by them.)
Why the US debate matters beyond America
New Zealand legalised same-sex marriage in 2013, two years before the US Supreme Court established marriage equality nationwide. The countries’ legal systems differ, but both timelines show how legislation and courts can shape the rights couples are able to exercise. (New Zealand legislation; the US Supreme Court.)
For readers following LGBTQ+ rights from Aotearoa, the practical takeaway is to distinguish between a politician’s stated priorities, laws already in force and the decisions courts may face. Pappas has named marriage equality as a factor in judicial scrutiny; his record in the Senate will show how that promise translates into action. (The Advocate, as reported by them; US Congress.)
Pappas’s election marks a breakthrough, but the real test of his pledge will come with the nominees and votes ahead.
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