
Welcoming Back the 
Divorced and Remarried
by Robert W. Gardner and Gerald R. W inslow

F or more than a decade now, we 
have been studying the attitudes o f  

Seventh-day Adventist ministers toward divorce 
and remarriage. The results o f this work suggest 
interesting and important shifts in how the m inis­
ters w ho were surveyed view  divorce and remar­
riage within Adventism. Before reporting these 
results, it should be helpful to sketch some Ad­
ventist history.

Shutting and Opening the Door

F rom its inception, Adventism has 
grappled with the twin issues o f  

divorce and remarriage.1 At the 1862 business 
meeting o f  the M ichigan State Conference-the 
very first o f  such conferences-one o f  the early 
questions for discussion was: “How shall w e treat 
divorced mariages?”2 The questioner, Brother 
S anbom, was referring to people who had become 
divorced without “biblical justification” and sub­
sequently remarried. “Shall such persons.. . , ” he 
asked, “be received among us?”

The group handled the issue in a way not at all 
uncommon for tough questions. They resolved  
that “the matter o f  divorced mariages be referred 
to the Conference committee.”3 Unfortunately, 
no record o f  the com m ittee’s work is extant 
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frequently warned against becoming lax in the 
standards for membership, especially in the areas 
o f marriage and divorce.4 But it was not until eight 
decades had passed that a full answer to Brother 
Sanborn’s question became an official part o f  
Adventist church policy.5

That policy, finally voted and published in 
1942, is what many Adventists still remember as 
the denomination’s traditional position. And 
there can be little doubt that the policy did reflect 
an established approach that had developed over 
many years. It can be summarized this way: 
People who marry should remain married for life. 
Only the sin o f  physical adultery can break the 
marriage bond. If such sin occurs, the “innocent 
party” has the right to divorce the “guilty party” 
and marry som eone else.6 The “guilty party” 
should be disfellowshipped, whether or not there 
is a divorce. He or she can be readmitted to church 
membership by rebaptism after “a suitable period 
o f  time” and if  repentence is sincere. However, if  
the “guilty party” divorces and remarries, he or 
she must not only be disfellowshipped but must 
never be readmitted to the church so long as the 
“unscriptural relationship continues.” Such a 
person is living in a “state o f adultery” as long as 
the second marriage continues, provided that the 
first spouse remains chaste, single, and alive. In 
order to be readmitted, the guilty one is expected  
to divorce the second spouse and either attempt 
reconciliation with the first spouse or remain 
single. The local pastor has the responsibility to 
“investigate all the circumstances” in order to 
ascertain who is guilty and who is innocent. And 
the member in question must “produce satisfac­
tory evidence in support o f  his or her claim .”



When adultery is not a factor in the divorce, 
neither party has the right to remarry. The one 
w ho remarries first becom es the “guilty party” 
and is subject to all the above-mentioned provi­
sions. However, people who were not Adventists 
at the time o f  their divorce and remarriage may be 
baptized and admitted into the fellowship o f  the 
church without dissolving the second marriage.

A s official policy, this traditional position was 
destined for a short life. By the late 1940s the 
divorce rate in the United States was climbing 
sharply. At the same time, Adventists began to 
prepare changes o f  the divorce and remarriage 
policy.7 In 1950, these changes were made offi­
cial.8

Many church members, including 
a number of influential leaders, 
saw the new policy as a dangerous 
relaxation of membership stan­
dards.

The key difference from the earlier policy was 
the recognition that the “guilty party” might find 
that attempts to “bring his [or her] marital status 
into line with the divine ideal” could present 
“insuperable problems.” In other words, some 
second marriages, even though contracted fo l­
low ing a wrongful divorce, did not need to be 
dissolved in order for the “guilty party” to be 
readmitted to church membershp. (Or so the 1950 
policy has been interpreted by most congrega­
tions.) The new policy then outlined the steps for 
renewing the membership o f  those whose second 
marriages are still intact, so long as such former 
members are sincerely repentant.

The 1950 revision was not greeted with univer­
sal acceptance. Many church members, including 
a number o f  influential leaders, saw the new  
policy as a dangerous relaxation o f  membership 
standards. And two members, Doctors Roy O. 
and Marguerite S. W illiam s, labored tirelessly for 
nearly 30 years, writing books and letters directed 
primarily to the Adventist ministry, in an attempt 
to bring about a return to the traditional policy.9 
Despite their efforts, the W illiam ses did not live  
to see the policy changes they had sought. In fact,

subsequent refinements o f  the 1950 policy have 
simply clarified the steps for reaccepting remar­
ried persons.

The 1950 revision does not represent the first 
time in the history o f  Christianity that changes in 
practice have preceded correlative changes in 
theology. Indeed, in the dialectic between faith 
and practice, this pattern may be the rule rather 
than the exception. Theoretical justification of­
ten com es tumbling after practice. During the past 
35 years in Adventism, much o f  the confusion  
over divorce and remarriage can be described in 
terms o f  fitful attempts to find a theology that will 
harmonize with increasingly established practice. 
The 1950 revision opened the door, at least a 
crack, for repentant adulterers and adulteresses to 
regain church membership along with their sec­
ond spouses. Through this thin opening have 
com e thousands o f remarried members and their 
families. However, a large percentage o f the 
membership, and the pastors who lead them, have 
retained the belief that neither God nor the church 
can fully forgive these divorced and remarried 
ones because they are living in a state o f adultery. 
This theological and ethical conundrum was not 
resolved by the 1950 revision, and it is still unre­
solved.

One solution would be to return to the policy of 
1942. N o doubt this would please many mem­
bers, who would see it as the Doctors Williams 
would have— a “cleansing o f  the camp,” ridding 
the church o f  members who are living in adulter­
ous second marriages.

Such a return, however, is not at all likely. As 
they develop, religious movements, such as Ad­
ventism, do not normally gradually stiffen their 
membership requirements.

Widening the Open Door

S ince 1973, w e, one o f  us a sociolo­
gist and the other an ethicist, have 

been studying changes in the ways Seventh-day 
Adventist ministers think about divorce and re­
marriage. By studying the attitudes o f  Adventist 
ministers, w e are attempting to understand better



how one group with sectarian roots is developing 
in an important area o f  its membership standards. 
W e anticipated that forces o f  social accommoda­
tion would lead to m odifications o f  the Adventist 
clergy’s attitudes toward divorce and remarriage. 
In the now comm on language o f  the church/sect 
typology, w e supposed that the boundaries o f  
membership would shift away from the sectarian 
type and toward those more common among the 
established churches.10 W e expected that the tra­
ditional position would become more and more 
relaxed as ministers expressed a willingness to 
work with problem cases rather than permanently 
expelling them.

Our report is based on data from two surveys o f  
Adventist ministers in the North Pacific Union

Conference, the first conducted in 1973 and the 
second in 1984. The 1973 questionnaire was 
developed from the results o f  in-depth interviews 
with 10 pastors. It was pretested for validity and 
reliability and m odified accordingly. Two items, 
not deemed essential, were deleted from the 1973 
instrument in order to shorten it for use in 1984. 
All ministers listed in the various local conference 
directories were mailed one wave o f  the question­
naire. Both the 1973 and the 1984 survey mailing 
resulted in a response rate o f  60 percent.11 The 
total number o f people returning questionnaires 
was 199 in 1973 and 220 in 1984.

Early in the questionnaire we presented the 
following case:

“Mr. Brown has been married for several years.
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Figure 1

Comparison of Ministerial 
Perceptions on 
Divorce/Remarriage,
1973 and 1984

■  1973 
E9 1984

1. Disfellowship: Would you ordinarily advise the local 
congregation to disfellowship Mr. Brown and his second
Wlfe? 1973 1984

Yes 95% 95%
N o 4% 4%
N o Response 1% 1%

2. Adultery: Would you consider Mr. Brown and his 
second wife to be living in adultery as long as they 
continued living together?

Yes 72% 43%
N o 20% 51%
N o Response 8% 6%

3. Reconciliation: Would you advise Mr. Brown to
divorce his second wife and attempt reconciliation with 
his first wife? 1973 1984

Yes 43% 18%
No 42% 76%
No Response 15% 6%

4. Readmission: If Mr. Brown and his second wife had 
been disfellowshipped, can you envision a time when you  
might advise the church board to readmit them?

Yes 75% 87%
No 18% 11%
No Response 7% 2%

Readmission



Both he and his w ife have been members o f  the 
SD A  church in good and regular standing. Even­
tually Mr. Brown ‘fell in love’ with a younger, 
single SD A  woman with whom he worked. Mr. 
Brown divorced his w ife and married the second 
wom an.”

This case was follow ed by four questions that 
w ill be the focus o f  the analysis presented here. 
These questions and the results are presented 
below.

1. Disfellowship: W ould you ordinarily ad­
vise the local congregation to disfellowship Mr. 
Brown and his second wife?

2. Adultery: W ould you consider Mr. Brown 
and his second w ife to be living in adultery as long 
as they continued living together?

3. Reconciliation: W ould you advise Mr. 
Brown to divorce his second w ife and attempt 
reconciliation with his first wife?

4. Readmission: If Mr. Brown and his second 
w ife had been disfellowshipped, can you envi­
sion a time when you might advise the church 
board to readmit them?

The responses to the question on disfellow- 
shipping an individual for remarriage show re­
markable consistency over the 11-year period. 
The overall percentage responding “yes” or “no” 
did not change at all. However, responses to the 
item on adultery changed dramatically. In 1973, 
72 percent o f  the group responded “yes” to the 
view  that Mr. Brown is living in adultery with his 
second wife. This view  o f “perpetual adultery” 
appears to be changing. In the 1984 data, we  
found only 43 percent who would agree with the 
position that Mr. Brown and his second w ife are 
living in adultery.

Although the shift is not as dramatic, a change 
has also occurred in attitudes toward solutions. In 
1973 ,43  percent o f  our respondents reported that 
they would advise Mr. Brown to divorce his 
second w ife and attempt reconciliation with his 
first w ife as a means o f  rectifying his mistake. 
This approach, although not absent, has nearly 
disappeared in 1984. Only 18 percent o f  the min­
isters responding would seek such a solution.

Finally, the attitudes toward readmission to the 
church were examined. W hile adultery and rec­
onciliation are primarily matters o f  theology and

ethics, readmission is a question o f  church policy. 
Ministers in the later 1984 survey were more 
likely to encourage readmission after a divorce/ 
remarriage episode than they were 11 years ear­
lier. This increased willingness to readmit erring 
members fits with the decreased belief that the 
second marriage is continually adulterous. It may 
also fit with a growing emphasis on church 
growth.

It seem s clear that from 1973 to 1984 there has 
been a dramatic and highly interesting shift in the 
attitudes o f  the Adventist ministers w e surveyed. 
These attitudes also appear to be an indication o f  
a change in Adventist theology and ethics relative 
to adultery. These findings invite further analysis 
and interpretation.

Who Is Widening the Door?

W hen compared to the 1973 
study, the pattern emerging from  

the 1984 data suggests that a growing number o f  
ministers do not view  Mr. Brown’s second mar­
riage as a continual state o f  adultery, and they do 
not think that Mr. Brown should divorce his 
second spouse and live singly or reconcile with 
his first w ife. This group o f  ministers tends to be 
those who are younger (below 45) and better 
educated (graduate degree). O f the two, it is 
education more than age that explains these dif­
ferences in attitudes toward divorce and remar­
riage.

In our 1973 survey w e expected to find some 
significant, age-related differences in attitude 
toward adultery,reconciliation, andreadmission. 
W e hypothesized that the 1950 change in policy 
would tend to result in two distinct views: One 
held by ministers who received their education 
and entered the ministry before 1950 and another 
by those who received their education and entered 
the ministry after 1950. However, the 1973 data 
revealed no such significant difference in atti­
tudes relative to age and corresponding with the 
time o f  the policy change. But analysis o f  the 
1984 data does reveal an important pattern rela­
tive to age.



The graph below shows the results broken 
down by age. W e have chosen the midpoint o f a 
ministerial career (45 years old) for a division.

Figure 2 shows that the attitudes about divorce 
and remarriage differ by age. Clearly the greatest 
difference is on the item about continual adultery 
in the second marriage. Younger ministers are far 
less likely to view  second marriages as being 
continually adulterous. Older minsters, on the 
other hand, are more likely than their younger 
counterparts to advocate divorce o f the second

spouse and reconciliation with the first spouse.
The second variable that w e examined is level 

o f education. D oes graduate education or ad­
vanced ministerial training affect attitudes toward 
divorce and remarriage? W e compared ministers 
who hold an undergraduate degree (B.A. or 
B.Th.) with those who have a graduate degree (M. 
Div., B .D ., D.M in., or other doctorate). These 
data, like the data on age, show an important shift 
in perspective. The data are presented in Figure 3 
on the follow ing page.
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Figure 2

Comparison of 1984 
M inisterial Attitudes 
on Divorce and Remarriage 
by Age

1. Disfellowship: W ould you ordinarily  advise the 
local congregation to disfellowship Mr. Brown and 
his second wife? *

44 and  younger 45 and  older

Yes 94% 98%
N o 6% 2%

2. Adultery: W ould you consider Mr. Brown and  his 
second wife to be living in  adultery  as long as they 
continued living together?

Yes 34% 56%
N o 66% 44%

3. Reconciliation: W ould you advise Mr. Brown to 
divorce his second wife and  attem pt reconciliation 
w ith his first wife?

44 an d  younger 45 and  older

Yes 12% 27%
No 66% 44%

4. Readmission: If Mr. Brown an d  his second wife 
had  been disfellow shipped, can you envision a  tim e 
w hen you m ight advise the church board to readm it 
them?

Yes 89% 89%
N o 11% 11%

I  44 & younger 
H  45 & older
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The ministers we surveyed who hold graduate 
degrees are less likely to view  the remarried Mr. 
Brown as continually living in an adulterous rela­
tionship. Moreover, these better- educated m inis­
ters were far less likely to think that Mr. Brown 
should divorce his second spouse and seek recon­
ciliation with his first wife. However, no statisti­
cally significant differences were found, relative 
to education, on the questions concerning disfel- 
lowshipping or readmitting Mr. Brown and his 
second spouse.

The possible interaction o f  age and level o f

education suggests the importance o f  looking at 
the data for age while controlling for education 
and looking at the data for education while con­
trolling for age. There are no significant differ­
ences in attitudes about these four factors of 
divorce and remarriage between younger (below  
45) and older (45 and over) ministers when level 
o f education is held constant. But examination of  
the data for education while controlling for age 
revealed a significant difference in attitudes about 
adultery and reconciliation (i.e., undergraduate or 
graduate). Among older ministers (45 and over)

Disfellowship Adultery

Figure 3

Comparison of 1984 
Ministerial Attitudes 
on Divorce and Remarriage 
by Education

■  B.A.
E9 Advanced Degree

Reconciliation Readmission

Divorce/Remarriage Issue

1. Disfellowship: W ould you ordinarily advise the 
local congregation to disfellowship Mr. Brown and
his second wife? __ A __ A _

B.A. D egree A dvanced Degree

3. Reconciliation: W ould you advise Mr. Brown to 
divorce his second wife and  attem pt reconciliation 
w ith his first wife?

B.A. D egree A dvanced D egree

Yes 100% 95% Yes 45% 8%
N o 0% 5% N o 55% 92%

2. Adultery: W ould you consider Mr. Brown and his 
second wife to be living in adultery  as long as they 
continued living together?

4. Readmission: If Mr. Brown and  his second wife 
had been disfellowshipped, can you envision a time 
w hen you m ight advise the church board to readm it 
them?

Yes 64% 34% Yes 89% 91%
N o 36% 66% No 11% 9%
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68 percent o f  those with undergraduate degrees 
believe that Mr. Brown is living in adultery with 
his second w ife while only 44  percent o f  those 
with graduate education believe he is. A  similar 
pattern was found among younger ministers. 
Fifty-four percent o f  those with undergraduate 
degrees and only 28 percent o f  those with gradu­
ate degrees believe in the continual adultery o f  
Mr. Brown.

What Does
Widening the Door Mean?

A decade ago, Oxford sociologist o f  
religion Bryan W ilson predicted 

that Seventh-day Adventism  would continue to 
m ove from being a sect toward being a denomina­
tion. In W ilson’s words this process would likely 
include “increased tolerance o f other movements, 
attenuation o f  distinctive commitment, dimin­
ished emphasis on boundaries and boundary- 
maintaining devices.”12 Am ong the factors con­
tinuing to influence this development, W ilson

listed Adventism ’s high regard for education, 
even advanced education, and the increasing de­
velopment o f  a professionally educated ministry. 
Our study tends to confirm W ilson’s predictions.

To the extent that sectarian boundaries have 
been maintained in the past through strict stan­
dards concerning divorce and remarriage and the 
exclusion from membership o f  former members 
now in second marriages, those sectarian bounda­
ries appear to be eroding. Our data indicate that 
the groups o f  Adventist ministers w e questioned 
are now less likely to consider second marriages 
to be adulterous and less likely to call for the 
dissolution o f  such marriages than they were in 
1973. This is particularly true for ministers who 
are younger and more highly educated.

W e do not wish to speculate as to whether or 
not such trends might also be observed in other 
segments o f  the Adventist ministry throughout 
North America or the rest o f the world. Nor do we 
offer, at this point, an evaluation o f the trends that 
we think w e have observed. These observed 
trends may be view ed as evidence o f  moral decay. 
On the other hand, they may be regarded as the 
gracious fruit o f  denominational maturity.
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