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DIVORCE AND REMARRIAGE
Guidelines Prepared By the Bishop Board

For The Ministry of Lancaster Mennonite Conference
(Not a Policy Statement)

I. INTRODUCTION

The Bishop Board spent a full day, August 20, 1985, in Bible study and
discussion on issues related to divorce and remarriage. A "Discussion Paper
and Questionnaire" was prepared to be shared by each bishop in the respective
districts. There were many helpful responses and concerns expressed by the
ministry of the various districts.

One of the encouraging aspects of the survey was the strong affirmation of
Section Il: (AREAS OF GENERAL AGREEMENT). More than 90% of those responding
were in agreement with the sixteen areas listed. There was also strong
affirmation for Section III: (PROCEDURES FOR DEALING WITH DIVORCE/
REMARRIAGE). We are reprinting Sections II and III with a few editorial and
other changes that were suggested in the responses.

While there was clear affirmation for Section II and III, the responses to
Section IV: (AREAS FOR DISCUSSION) were not conclusive. We appreciate the
serious and forthright comments of those responding. These guidelines do not
speak to all of the ten discussion questions in Section IV, but will address
the two areas that seem to be of current interest and major concern.

1. How does the church respond to divorced and remarried persons who
request membership?

2. How does the church respond to divorced members who are considering
remarriage?

In conclusion, Section V challenges the church to provide a ministry that
faithfully teaches the Biblical principles of marriage and family life and to
fulfill its commitment to a ministry of caring and supportive counsel to every
person.

The following guidelines are given to help leaders and congregations
faithfully seek the will of God in a caring, uncompromising, and redemptive
ministry to the whole person.



II.

AREAS OF GENERAL AGREEMENT

1.

10.

Mennonite Confession of Faith - 1963 - Article 15:

"We believe that at the beginning of human history God instituted
marriage. He ordained that a man shall leave his father and mother
and cleave to his wife, and that the two shall become one in love and
mutual submission. It is God's will that marriage be a holy state,
monogamous, and for life. It is also fully acceptable to serve
Christ unmarried. Marriage was instituted for the happiness of the
husband and wife and for the procreation and Christian nurture of the
children. Christians shall marry only in the Lord, and for the sake
of spiritual unity in the home they should become members of the same
congregation."...(Gen. 1:27-28, 2:24, Matthew 19:3-9, Mark 10:2-12).

Maleness and femaleness are based on God's creative act and therefore
are very good. Human sexuality is an integral part of creation and a
gift from God. Therefore our maleness and femaleness must be
accepted with integrity and expressed in holiness. (Gen. 1:27, 31:
Matt. 5:27-32).

Singleness is as equally valid as marriage and in some circumstances
may be preferable to marriage. (I Cor. 7:8, 32-35).

Marriage is a covenant of fidelity between a man and a woman before
God. Making covenants is serious and should not be taken lightly.

Christian marriage is a covenant of fidelity made publicly between

a man and a woman before God and the church. It is nourished in the
context of Christian love and trust, enhanced through spiritual
growth, and supported by the grace and presence of Christ in the home.

Christian marriage is a symbol of the relationship between Christ and
the church. To break the marriage relationship mars this symbol.
(Eph. 5:23-32).

To dissolve a marriage covenant by divorce is a sin against God,
against one's spouse, family, church, and against society. Marriage
is intended of God to be an indisscluble union. The marriage
covenant should not be broken even in times of serious marital
conflict. (Mark 10:1-11, Luke 16:18). If separation seems necessary
in cases of extreme conflict, it should be only for a short period of
time and have as its ultimate purpose restoration of a healthy
marriage relationship.

In times of marital conflict and separation the church is called upon
to help the couple experience reconciliation. Reconciliation and
marital restoration are always a possibility if both partners are
living under the lordship of Christ and neither remarries.

(I Cor. 7:10,11).

In the event of the death of a spouse there are no scriptural
restrictions for remarriage for the believer except that the new
marriage should only be in the Lord. (I Cor. 7:39)

If for some reason there is separation, neither of the partners should
marry another but remain single or be reconciled with the other
partner. (I Cor. 7:10-17).
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All sexual practices that are unscriptural are sinful even though the
larger culture may accept them. Persons practicing intercourse
outside of monogamous marriage (including the engagement period)
and/or persons engaged in homosexual behavior are living in sin and
need to repent in order to experience God's forgiveness and
cleansing. (I Cor. 6:9-11)

The meaning of the gospel and the church's call to mission enable
God's people to joyfully share God's grace and forgiveness when there
is repentance and confession of sin. When persons repent of the sin
of divorce and/or remarriage, the church likewise needs to assure
them of God's forgiveness. Additional concerns such as the question
of reconciliation with the former spouse, forgiving each other, and
matters of restitution need to be worked at sensitively by carefully
discerning the will of God and what is best for the total family in
the future.

The recognition of God's grace and forgiveness does not open the way
for continuing sin. The New Testament warns against any presumption
on God's grace. (Rom. 6:1-8, 15-18).

We must do everything we can to nurture, encourage, and enrich the
marriages in our congregations. We will continue to hold high the
standard of marriage God has given us. Since marriage is permanent
we will require that vows be made unconditionally, and recommit
ourselves to God and to our partners for life.

It is not enough to say divorced persons in the congregation cannot
remarry. The congregation should also respond to the spiritual,
social, emotional, and material needs of these persons.

We are called to evangelism and mission. We are confident that
Christ can save all who are willing to turn to Him in genuine
repentance and faith. Even though God hates divorce, He does not
hate the divorced person. God hates sin, but loves the sinner. He
invites all to come to Him for eternal life.



-4 -

ITI. PROCEDURES FOR DEALING WITH DIVORCE/REMARRIAGE

The following process is suggested as a way of working at the redemptive
ministry in marriage irreqularities. (Bishop Board Minutes, Minute 17,
August 18, 1983).

1. The pastor works directly with persons involved in marriage
irregularities. In confidence the pastor hears the hurts of the persons
involved, as well as gently gathers the facts of the situation. In doing
so, the pastor discusses seriously with the persons involved the
possibilities of reconciliation. If the pastor senses deep hurt feelings
and bitterness he will ask the parties involved to make contact with the
former marriage partners to confess the sins leading to the marriage
break up and find forgiveness. While working with the persons involved,
the pastor will try to think through the next steps to be taken in
finding reconciliation with God and meaningful involvement in a
congregation of Christian believers.

2. The pastor seeks counsel from the district bishop. As he works with the
people, he will keep the bishop informed of the major implications and
what it means for his congregation. The pastor and the bishop together
begin to discern the major questions that have to be worked through and
how they might find the way together with the congregation and the party
involved.

3. The pastor seeks counsel with other congregational leaders. At an
appropriate time the pastor may share with other congregational leaders
such as elders, ordained persons, church council, or cabinet, the marital
irregularity situation he is working with. The pastor will carefully
seek the counsel of these congregational leaders to help him find the
way. In some congregations, a committee may be appointed to work with
the pastor in helping couples through strained marital relationships,
serious conflict, and even separation, in order to find reconciliation
and harmony again.

4. The pastor and bishop seek the counsel of the congregation. In
situations where the pastor and bishop and the couple involved are not
able to find the way alone, and where persons apply for membership in the
congregation with marital irregularities, the pastor and bishop together
will seek the counsel of the congregation. This may call for open
discussion, looking at the situation with discretion, and calling the
congregation to prayer in order to seek the mind of the Lord. It is
important when congregations receive persons who have been previously
married and divorced that the couple involved clearly state openly to the
congregation that they recognize divorce and remarriage is sin, have
found the forgiveness of God, are committed for life in the present
marriage, and that the couple affirm the church's position on the
permanency of marriage. It is also important if a congregation accepts a
couple into its membership who are divorced and/or remarried that the
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congregation clearly recognize previous action was sinful and upon public
acknowledgement of this as sin by the parties involved, that the
congregation extend God's forgiveness while accepting them as members and
pledge their support to them in the second marriage. The congregation
should not accept persons into their membership who have had marriage
irregularities unless they can be supportive of them in the present state
of marriage.

The bishop seeks counsel in the district meeting. There may be
cases in which the bishop, the pastor, and congregation are not able
to arrive at a decision. In such cases it may be helpful to seek
the counsel of other ordained persons in the district. It is
suggested, however, that each congregation make its own decision on
this matter with its leaders rather than districts making decisions
for congregations. Seeking counsel from the district, however, may
be helpful for the congregation as it finds its way.

The bishop seeks counsel from the Bishop Board. If the previous
steps do not resolve the questions involved, the bishop is
encouraged to come to the Bishop Board for counsel.






