Thinking about Marriage after Divorce

What does the church teach about marriage breakdown 

and marriage after divorce?

What does marriage really mean?

Marriage is a personal lifelong commitment to one another and a public commitment to building a life together in the community.  

Whether or not a marriage is solemnised in church, it is a way of life created by God as a gift to men and women.  In marriage, a man and woman belong to each other so closely that the bible can describe them as "one flesh".  Because it is a life-long partnership, marriage is chosen in the bible to be a symbol of the love of God for us which is permanent, forgiving, faithful and accompanies us through all the changing scenes of life not only until the day we die but beyond death to resurrection.  

The marriage service describes three purposes of the gift of marriage:

· that husband and wife may comfort and help each other, living faithfully together in need and in plenty, in sorrow and in joy

· that with delight and tenderness husband and wife may know each other in love, channelling the sex drive in a safe course and strengthening the union of their hearts and lives through the joy of bodily union

· to be the foundation of family life in which children may be born and nurtured in a secure and loving environment 

How does the Church understand marriage breakdown?

Marriage, implying as it does a lifelong horizon, is violently cut short and frustrated when a couple separate from each other short of death. Those who have suffered this sad experience can attest to the emotional scars that it inflicts, and there is plentiful evidence of the hurt done to others, especially to children of the broken marriage.

Sometimes a marriage never appears to have been ‘real’, perhaps because one or both of the partners was unfit for marriage psychologically or physically, or too immature to make the promises in full understanding. However, it is only in very restricted circumstances that the secular courts can annul such marriages, and in any event they do not account for more than a tiny fraction of marriages that break down today. In most cases we have to acknowledge that a real marriage, in every sense, begun with real hope and expectation, has come to grief.

Everything that contributes to the breakdown of a marriage offends against God’s love. It harms the community as a whole, and quite specifically harms the partners and their children. But it is unwise, and may also be uncharitable, for those outside the marriage to attempt to say precisely where the fault lies in any case. Should domestic violence and abuse take place, the Church must condemn it frankly, and offer appropriate support to its victims. At deeper levels of responsibility for breakdown, however, the Church is not interested in assigning blame to one partner or the other but in helping people accept responsibility for what they have done. Partners to a broken marriage need to search themselves honestly, and to overcome the temptation of self-justification - blaming each other, the circumstances, and so on.  At the heart of the Christian message, is God's forgiveness; we need this especially when we are trying to cope with the sense of shame and humiliation which is almost inseparable from the experience of marriage breakdown.

Does the Church believe that a further marriage is possible after divorce?

All Christians believe that marriage is ‘indissoluble’ in the sense that the promises are made unconditionally for life. ‘For better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, according to God’s holy ordinance’: these well-known words, used for many centuries, are decisive for what it means to undertake marriage. Some strands of the Western Church have concluded from this that a divorce decree is ineffective and a subsequent marriage invalid in the eyes of God.  The reformers of the Church of England did not believe that this was taught in Scripture, and they did not teach it in The Book of Common Prayer.  In this respect they came closer to the understanding of the Eastern Church, which allows for the possibility of the death of a marriage.  

Nevertheless, from the seventeenth century until the present century English Church law made no allowance for a second marriage in the lifetime of a previous partner; and some Anglican Christians have believed, and still do, that such a marriage is, strictly speaking, impossible.  These convictions demand respect, though they are not those of the Church of England as a whole.  They emphasize one aspect of the truth which we all acknowledge:  A broken marriage can never put us back where we were before; it leaves relational ties and obligations behind which do not disappear — to the children of the marriage, to the former partner, and to his or her parents, relatives and friends.

In some circumstances, to marry again after divorce may compound the wrong that one has done. e.g. when obligations to the partner or children of the first marriage are not being met; or when the marriage causes further hurt to the children of the previous one; or when an act of unfaithfulness which contributed to the breakdown is the basis of the new relationship.  It may sometimes be a sign of emotional immaturity; and it may also be imprudent, emotionally and financially. 

In other circumstances, on the other hand, it may be responsible, prudent (e.g. in relation to the care of young children) and emotionally wise. There is no simple rule for discerning this, for each case is different.  But the Church has learned to stress the importance of putting a clear distance between a new marriage and the old: a distance of time, of local setting, and of relationship. Time is needed to recover emotional stability and good judgement; a new setting is needed, where the former partner is not forced to endure the reopening of old wounds; and a new relationship is needed, avoiding suspicion that the new marriage consecrates an old infidelity.  In this situation it is for the partners, whatever advice they take, to decide whether to marry. 

Why are some divorced people married in church while others are not?

While it is for the couple to decide whether it is right to marry, it is not only for the partners, but for the Church itself, to decide whether the marriage ought to be witnessed and solemnized in an act of worship.  The Church has a responsibility not only to care for the individuals involved but also to safeguard the understanding of marriage as a lifelong vocation. 

In the past the Church of England has sought to meet this responsibility by refusing to have the marriage of a person with a previous partner living solemnized in church. In this way it has tried to indicate clearly that the breach of a marriage is so serious a matter that entering a second one is not something which anybody can claim as a right.  When a Christian in this situation has judged it appropriate to marry again, the Church has been willing to respect that decision and to pray with the couple; but it has not been willing to solemnize the marriage.  In recent years, the Church of England has been discussing changes to this policy in response to changing pastoral needs.  This is why you will find that different churches have different policies with regard to marrying divorced people in church.  

In the Tas Valley Benefice, parishioners with a former partner still living are married in church extremely rarely.  Whether you are granted a church wedding is never a judgement on you personally or on your new relationship.  The important thing about your marriage in the sight of God, is not where it takes place but what is in your hearts. 

God looks at the heart - but human beings can often only see the outside! Public, clear-cut criteria aim to ensure that those weddings, which do take place in church make visible the church's teaching that marriage is an unconditional commitment for life and that a further marriage after a divorce is an exceptional act.  Sometimes it will not feel "fair" that a particular couple cannot have a church wedding.  There are, however, clear criteria under which the church would say “yes” or “no”, which do not depend on a minister’s personal feelings, and are not debatable.  The questions on the form relate to these points:  

· A wedding in church would be offered to you if you have a former partner still living in the case that the marriage breakdown was caused by your spouse’s infidelity, domestic abuse or extreme neglect.

· You will also be asked to declare that you were not violent in the marriage and that you yourself did not begin to form any romantic attachment or intimate relationship before the marriage had ended (in all but the most exceptional of circumstances this means the divorce was finalised with a decree absolute - an example of when a marriage may be deemed to have ended without this is if divorce was made impossible because of circumstances of war or political instability).
· If there are dependents or children, you will be asked to declare that they fully support the proposed marriage in church and that provision has been made for their needs.

These non-subjective criteria cover the vast majority of cases, but there are rare exceptional circumstances where some ministerial discretion may be exercised.  The minister taking your wedding will be happy to talk this through with you in person.

Whether or not your wedding is in a church building, you are warmly invited to take part in our short marriage preparation programme.  The aim is to support you as you learn from the past, seek to forgive past hurts, consider the needs of those who will be affected by the new marriage and build a relationship to last as long as you live.  If you have a civil wedding, you will be offered a special service of prayer in which you can dedicate your new marriage to God.

Application Form for Wedding 

or Service of Prayer and Dedication after Civil Marriage

1 Full Name (Man)

2 Address & tel no:

3 Name of the church of the parish of the above address
4 Are you single/divorced/widowed (Please delete)

5 If you have a previous marriage partner still living and wish for a church wedding, please complete the following:

a) Was the break up of your previous marriage following infidelity, domestic violence or extreme neglect?  Y/N

b)  Do you declare that you were not violent in the marriage and that you did not begin to form any romantic or intimate relationship before the divorce was final?  (decree absolute)Y/N

6 Concerning children/dependants

a).  If you have children or dependants, do they fully support your proposed marriage?  Y/N

b) As far as it lies with you, has full provision been made for the needs of children of yourself and your partner (including emotional needs)? Y/N

1 Full name (Woman)

2 Address & tel no:

3 Name of the church of the parish of the above address

4 Are you single/divorced/widowed (Please delete)

5 If you have a previous marriage partner still living and wish for a church wedding, please complete the following:

a) Was the break up of your previous marriage following infidelity, domestic violence or extreme neglect?  Y/N

b) Do you declare that you were not violent in the marriage and that you did not begin to form any romantic or intimate relationship before the divorce was final?  (decree absolute)Y/N

6 Concerning children/dependants

a).  If you have children or dependants, do they fully support your proposed marriage?  Y/N

b) As far as it lies with you, has full provision been made for the needs of children of yourself and your partner (including emotional needs)? Y/N

Is this an application for 
a) a service of marriage

b) a service of dedication after civil marriage 

(Please delete as appropriate.  NB.  if you have a former marriage partner still living you should apply for a service of dedication unless you can answer Yes to all parts of Questions 5 and 6.  You also normally need to live inside the parish boundary of the church where you wish to marry, if in doubt, please consult your parish priest.)

If a), Please return this form with a banns application form

If b)  
Date and time and place of your wedding: ______________________

At what church would you like to have a service of dedication?_____________________________


On what date?_____________________________


At what time? ________________________________

� Please check that the answers you give are consistent with the information on your divorce papers





