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DIVORCE

Until the 1960s, divorce was almost unknown in evangelical circles. It followed that the re-marriage of divorced people was scarcely an issue. One evangelical Christian in Edinburgh, who as the ‘innocent party’ had divorced his wife in the 1950s, asked a Christian girl to marry him. She and he sought guidance from respected evangelical Christian leaders and were advised that the remarriage would not be acceptable.  Although their decision was applauded at the time, as being the correct one, the girl in question married someone far less suitable and drifted far away from the Lord.

There was, however, a body of opinion in those days, that if the person was the ‘innocent party’, and if the marriage had broken down by reason of the adultery of the other party or, less clearly, the desertion of the other party, then the innocent spouse was free not only to divorce but to re-marry.  However, at that stage, it was thought inappropriate for such a person ever to hold office in a church.  When Peter Grainger was faced with such a situation, early in his pastorate in Charlotte Chapel, which started in 1992, he wanted to restrict the public profile, within the congregation, of the person in question.  Some of the elders argued for the opposite point of view, saying that if one was free to re-marry, then no stigma was appropriate. It was a difficult question, balancing the message that such an attitude might give to the congregation in general, with the pastoral concern for the people involved.

A clear distinction was drawn between those who had been divorced before conversion, in which case, on the basis of I Corinthians, their conversion was deemed to have wiped clean their past and those who, as Christians, had been involved in marriage breakdown. The Baptist Union of Scotland refused, until late in the twentieth century, to consider men for the pastorate if they had been involved in marriage breakdown under any circumstances. By the middle 1990s, this argument was expanded to include those who had homosexual tendencies - an area which was not even on the agenda for discussion before that.

Remarriage of divorced people with an evangelical Christian background was not a pastoral issue in the Chapel until 1984. From then on, there were three issues: (1) what to do if a member was divorced, (2) what to advise if a Christian, who had been divorced, wished to remarry in the Chapel and (3) was it different if the person who wished to remarry had been divorced before they were converted?

In 1993, the Chapel elders agreed guidelines, as follows:

1.
Remarriage of a divorced person is permissible where the divorce was as a result of adultery and sexual sin, on the part of the former spouse.

2. Before agreeing to support any marriage, full details of a couple’s previous marital status must be ascertained. A checklist may be appropriate.

3. The Church should not accept or condone an engagement of a church member until both parties are free to marry.

4. No engagement will be announced until it is known that the parties are free to marry.

5. In situations where someone is not free to remarry, warnings should be given against ‘courting’ i.e. close friendships with those of the opposite sex.

6. The guidelines for considering the situations of those who have been converted post-divorce will differ from those converted pre-divorce.

7. The question of present and past marital status should be raised with all applicants for membership.

8. If any couple wish to be married in the Chapel, it will normally be a prerequisite that they attend appropriate marriage preparation classes.

9. Where the guidance of the Elders upon any issue of right or wrong is rejected, then discipline and sanction is appropriate.

10. All removals from the Church Roll should be notified to the members at a Church Meeting. Where removal on disciplinary grounds is required, a phrase such as ‘behaviour incompatible with Christian profession’ should be used.

At an elders’ court in March 1998, there was discussion regarding the eligibility for membership (and fellowship group leadership) of a person who had been divorced and remarried since becoming a Christian. It was remitted to the Peter Grainger to prepare a paper for discussion of this topic, and this led to fresh guidelines being drawn up to cover these circumstances. He reported as follows:

Our present policy

Our present policy (from March 1993, above) dealt with the issue of remarriage following divorce. We recognised that, on this issue, there are differences of interpretation among those who hold to an evangelical view of the Bible as the inspired Word of God.

Almost all would hold that divorce is allowable (with disagreement as to the grounds for divorce) but only some would agree that subsequent remarriage is permissible:

• some would hold that remarriage after divorce is not permissible under any circumstances.

• others would allow remarriage after divorce in any circumstances, providing there was true repentance.

• yet others would allow remarriage after divorce but only under certain exceptions (e.g. Matthew 5: 31-32)

The latter is our own present position – ‘Remarriage of a divorced person is permissible where the divorce was the result of adultery and sexual sin, on the part of the former spouse.’ (3/3/93)

Extension of policy to membership

Unless we want to revisit our present policy (either by removing the ‘exception’ clause or by extending the grounds for remarriage) then I believe that decisions relating to the marital status of those applying for membership of the Chapel must be consistent with it.

This would mean the following additional guidelines regarding the marital status of those applying for membership:

1. Where divorce and remarriage had occurred pre-conversion (on whatever grounds), then this would be no bar to membership (or leadership) within the Chapel.

2. Where divorce and remarriage had taken place post-conversion on the grounds of adultery and sexual sin by the former spouse, then this would be no bar to membership (and leadership?), though the facts would need to be clearly ascertained from the persons concerned and any previous church or leaders involved.

3. Where divorce and remarriage had taken place post-conversion on any other grounds than adultery and sexual sin then

either,

such persons would be ineligible for membership of Charlotte Chapel or.

such persons would be eligible for membership of Charlotte Chapel, providing that

a) they now expressed agreement with our policy - i.e. that their subsequent remarriage was contrary to the teaching of Scripture, and

b) they had demonstrated true repentance and sought God's forgiveness, and

c) where possible, sought reconciliation, made restitution and provided for the needs of those affected by their actions.

The circumstances of the ease would need to be ascertained from any previous church or leaders involved, especially where any kind of church discipline may have been imposed.

If the above was adopted, then a further decision would need to be taken regarding any role which such persons could play with the church:

e.g. at what level of leadership? in what capacity?

after a set period of time?

Guiding principles

As with most pastoral issues, we are bound by the constraints of truth and love.

On the one hand, we want to demonstrate our obedience to God’s Word and recognise that every exception we make may be perceived as a lessening or weakening of marriage by those who look on.

On the other hand, we do not want to say that ‘divorce is the unforgivable sin, but rather to offer God's love and forgiveness to all.

There are no neat (or painless) answers, and we need (and must seek) much wisdom.

That was Peter Grainger’s recommendation to the elders on 5 March 1999. Following discussion, the elders issued the following:

Guidelines regarding persons applying for Church membership, at Charlotte Baptist Chapel, who have been remarried – 5/5/1999

Some years ago the Elders of CBC prayerfully discussed where CBC stood on the issue of divorce and remarriage. At that time the Elders drew up the conditions under which we would be willing to consider remarrying someone who has previously been divorced (see over for guidelines on `Divorce and Remarriage' - 5/3/93). Subsequently the Elders have had to spend more time in thought and prayer, considering how these issues should apply to those seeking membership of CBC. After much prayer and discussion, the following guidelines were drawn up for those who have been remarried and are applying for Church membership:

1. Where divorce and remarriage occurred pre-conversion (on whatever grounds), then this would be no bar to membership (or leadership) within CBC.

2. Where divorce and remarriage had taken place post-conversion on the grounds of adultery and sexual sin by the former spouse (Matthew 5: 31-32), then this would be no bar to membership, though the facts would need to be clearly ascertained from the persons concerned and any previous church or leaders involved.

3. Where divorce and remarriage had taken place post-conversion on any other grounds than adultery and sexual sin then such persons would be eligible for membership in CBC, providing that:

a) they now expressed agreement with our policy - i.e. that their subsequent remarriage was contrary to the teaching of scripture, and

b) they had demonstrated true repentance and sought God's forgiveness, and c) where possible, sought reconciliation, made restitution and provided for the needs of those affected by their actions.

The circumstances of each individual case would need to be ascertained, including input from any previous church or leaders involved, especially where any kind of church discipline may have been imposed.

As with all pastoral issues we are bound by constraints of truth and love. On the one hand we want to demonstrate our obedience to God's word, while on the other hand offering God's love and forgiveness to all.

If you have further questions regarding your own position, please arrange to speak to the Senior Pastor who will deal with the matter in confidence.

---------------

The question was looked at afresh by the Pastoral Elders in late 2002. The minute of the meeting follows, and then the Marriage Guidelines which were issued as a result of the meeting.

The Senior Pastor briefly summarised his paper and that he would not marry members to unbelievers.  Discussion followed covering the previous practice of the Chapel, the matter of existing unbelieving spouses, and the teaching of Scripture.  The Court concluded:

We will not marry members to unbelievers.

We will, when we know, face members with the consequences of such a marriage.

Such members will not hold any service responsibility within the church, to include any public profile whether teaching or stewarding.

To ask such members to consider the appropriateness of breaking bread with the rest of the church.

To look for repentance and evidence of such over a period of time before such members might be considered by the Court for active service again.

The Senior Pastor agreed to draft a policy along these lines and bring it to the next agenda for ratification.  We would also consider the best mechanism for publicising the policy to members.

Other issues arose from the discussion:

the need to include an indicator on the membership database of 'no responsibility'

the importance of not using non-members in any form of service until agreed by the Pastoral Team, who might know pertinent information about such individuals

the need to resolve existing anomalies, for example non-members holding positions of leadership

MARRIAGE AND MEMBERSHIP 

SUMMARY OF POLICY (January 2003)

Following the Senior Pastor's paper Marriage and Membership, the following was decided:

1. Our policy of not marrying members (or any believers) to non-Christians was reaffirmed, believing this to be against the teaching of Scripture.

2. If a member chooses to disregard this and marry a non-Christian, then, while that person would not be removed or suspended from membership of the church, or from participating in communion (which would be left to their conscience), they would no longer be able to hold any position of leadership, teaching responsibility or a ministry that involved a public profile.

3. If such a person wished to be considered for restoration to fully active service within the life of the Chapel, they would need to


Indicate their agreement with our policy on marriage


Admit that the step they took was wrong


Demonstrate the fruits of repentance over a suitable time.

4. Where members enter into a serious relationship with a non-Christian in which marriage is a likely possibility, they should be reminded of the policy and the consequences of taking such a step.

(Note: this policy does not, of course, apply to a person who became a Christian after marriage.)

The goal of our policy is the spiritual welfare of the member - either by prevention before a wrong step is taken, or restoration where such a step may have been taken.

� Pastoral Elders’ Minute, 18 December 2002.


� Pastoral Elders’ Minutes, 22 January 2003.





