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Co-habitation 2: Pastoral Response 
In the first part of this article we argued that while co-habitation is something we 

cannot ignore, we should not simply accept it, in that unlike with mediaeval practices 
of 'marriage by consent', life-long commitment is missing. We now turn to pastoral 
issues. 

1. Co-habitation and Marriage 
The most common form of conflict arising from this practice is in relation to 

requests for marriage coming from co-habitees. This is apparently relatively simple, 
in that both partners have made the same approach to the Church (and thus to God) 
for marriage, though in practice the degree of being pledged to the commitment of 
marriage, and even more so to the value of a church wedding, may vary considerably 
between partners. 

Broadly, four types of approach may be discerned, which have some similarity to 
responses to requests from divorcees: 

i) Indiscriminate acceptance. There are those who feel we ought to welcome, 
unconditionally, all who approach the Church (and the Lord) without making any 
problems. If that is added to an attitude that co-habitation (or divorce) is common, and 
"not a particularly serious sin" or indeed not a sin, just a cultural variation, then such 
people will always marry co-habitees and all others requesting marriage, more or less 
'on principle' - though some may follow this line with a degree of unease. I suspect 
this approach is fairly common. 

ii) Rejection of all 'sub-Christian' requests. At the opposite pole are those who 
reject all applications from divorcees, co-habitees, and, indeed, all non-Christians, 
outright. The rationale for this approach is that anything less than totally uncompromised, 
fully Christian marriage, morally and spiritually, undermines the true Christian 
practice. This approach, I suspect, is not common. 

iii) Conditional acceptance (or qualified rejection). Typically, the approach of 
some is to say that co-habitation is unbiblical and wrong, couples who wish to marry 
must repent of their sin, and show a strong expression of that repentance by, e.g., 
living apart for a month, and I or making a public confession of their sin, and of their 
contrite desire to live in obedience to God in this area of life. Such an approach is 
recommended by the Revd E. A. Pratt in his booklet, {Living in Sin?}1 this approach 
is more common among Baptists and others. As with the second view, those who 
take this line tend to be less open to requests for marriage from couples whose 
approach is sub-Christian in other ways, e.g., where one partner or both are not 
Christian. 

This line corresponds very roughly to the position of those who would only marry 
divorcees on certain conditions, e.g., they ascertain (somehow!) that they were the 
'innocent party', or were not Christian at the time of their divorce, or they insist the 
candidates must repent openly and publicly. 
Personally, I do not go along with these views, even though I understand something 
of the motivations behind them. I would support a fourth line. 
iv) Qualified acceptance. With the first view I would want to take a positive and open 
attitude towards those who are coming to the Church (and however dimly are 
approaching God), and do whatever I can to help them discover the Lord. I do not think 
rejection will help them. But with the second and third, I would want to maintain a 
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distinctively Christian attitude to marriage. Thus I would express to the couple 
Christian views that sex is for marriage, and better reserved for marriage, discussing 
this as openly as possible. And on that basis I would welcome the co-habitees who 
want to get married, because, from a Christian point of view, they are moving in the 
right direction. This maintains the Christian ideal, and yet welcomes those who are 
progressing towarps it - as Alastair Campbell comments (in his agreement with 
Clifford Longley's article in The Times of 11 July 1992), "God is more concerned with 
the direction in which we are moving."2 

Co-habitation and Church Membership 
There is a difference between this issue and the last one, in that the request for 

Church Membership (with or without baptism) must come from a committed Christian. 
What's more, whereas issues of divorce and co-habitation are often left (as 'difficult', 
'messy' or 'pastoral') to the individual pastor to decide on, Church membership is 
inevitably an issue about which the Church Meeting must come to a conclusion. As 
we are dealing with Christian commitment, then, the Church must be assured of the 
individual's Christian faith. 

I suggest we should turn down, put off, or defer any request that comes from 
someone who, for example, does not hold to core Christian teaching, like the reality 
of God, and the need to follow Jesus as Lord and Saviour; similarly with anyone who 
does not accept the need for involvement in and commitment to the local church; and 
also to anyone who will not accept the need for a Christian life-style, based on love 
for God and our neighbour, and expressed in Christian standards. To come to the point 
on this one, we need to work out whether co-habitation is a sufficiently serious enough 
departure form such Christian standards, that an applicant for church membership 
who not only practices co-habitation, but approves of it, and refuses to see things 
otherwise, should for that reason not be eligible for church membership. 

But if we take this approach, would we take the same line with someone who 
continues to engage in premarital sexual relations, like the co-habitee, but who 
actually lives in a different dwelling to their sexual partner, i.e., their fiance(e)? It is 
much harder to be aware that your applicant for church membership is engaged in 
secret behaviour! The difference with co-habitation is that it is essentially public, 
whereas sex before marriage can be secret, like many other sins. Should it be singled 
out? A further problem with applying a ban to such applicants, is that we then run up 
against the next question: should we exercise church discipline against those who 
are already church members, who enter a similar co-habiting or pre-marital sexual 
relationship? If so, what form of discipline? These are tough areas. 

I believe we should try to present and maintain a Christian perspective on this. 
However, this presents great difficulties, because, in our Sunday congregations, we 
can expect an increasing number of co-habitees, and we can be sure that there will 
be an even larger number of young people who have already experimented sexually 
in various ways, but secretly, including some who are church members. Somehow, 
we must try to be clear about this and speak up for Christian attitudes to chastity 
before marriage, fidelity within it, and the need for strong life- long commitment. 

Secondly, we should ensure that leaders within the church promote Christian 
lifestyles. Perhaps some sort of simple, Christian basis of faith and life could be 
promoted, and agreed with by all new leaders, whether ministers, deacons, official 
leaders of and within organisations, including children's and youth groups (uniformed 
or non-uniformed), and adult, like House Groups, Men's and Women's groups. 

And thirdly, we should make it clear that someone who follows, and approves of, 
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a form of lifestyle which is seriously at odds with Christian morality should normally 
be put off when making membership requests. It would, of course, be wrong to single 
out co-habitation (which would send out a signal that the Church still holds that what 
it sees as sexual sins are 'uniquely worse' than all other sins.) But why shouldn't other 
problematic and affirmed lifestyles meet a similar response, say deliberate and 
persistent drug-taking, shop-lifting, and adultery? 

As for disciplining those who are already member, that is even harder. The above 
contains things that will be hard enough, perhaps too hard for many. To apply this to 
some clear form of church disciplining will go beyond the point where members in 
most churches are. However, I would want us to remember the teaching of Matthew 
18: 15ff, which indicates that where there is clear sin within the congregation, it is first 
of all something that ought to be taken up face to face, preferably by the individual(s) 
hurt or otherwise affected by the sin; only if that fails, do we take others long; and only 
if that fails does it become an official church matter, which the whole church needs 
to decide on. I feel that many of the problems which consume vast amounts of church 
time could be stopped in their tracks if this process were applied clearly. 

And fourthly, we must face the increasingly likely case of the applicant for Church 
membership who was already in a co-habiting relationship at the time of his or her 
conversion. Let us assume this person now accepts the need for marriage, and is 
keen to be baptised and become a Church Member. However, the partner is resisting 
both - or at least is not ready for them. · 

I do not think that we should normally be promoting the break-up of such 
relationships - particularly as, in an increasing number of them, the couple have 
children! A conclusion which we came to on this one, locally, was that there would 
be no blank refusal to all such requests. Instead, each case would have to be taken 
on its merits. But the decision should not be left to the pastor alone, but shared by 
the deacons. Where the domestic situation is well known, it might be possible to have 
a sane debate in the Church Meeting. However, the fact that the couple is co-habiting 
rather than married, will sometimes not be known generally. In such cases, we felt 
the diaconate should share the responsibility for any acceptance or deferring such 
a request, on the basis of adequate knowledge. So that in at least some cases, it 
would be possible and right to recommend such a candidate for baptism and church 
membership. 

Anthony Thacker 
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1 E.A. Pratt: Living in Sin?-private publication from St Simon's Vicarage, Southsea, Hants. See also 

his article in the Baptist Times of 30July1992. 
2 Letter in Baptist Times, 23July1992. 
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