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[head]

How to accommodate

your divorced parents

without starting a war

[blurb]

Your father sired you. Your stepfather raised you. So who takes you down the aisle? By Jann Blackstone-Ford and Sharyl Jupe.
At a conventional first wedding, the bride’s relatives sit on the left side as you face the front of the wedding site. The groom’s relatives sit on the right. (Unless it’s an Orthodox Jewish wedding, in which case the sides are reversed.) The parents of the bride and groom sit in the first pew or row on the corresponding side. As the guests enter, the ushers ask on whose side they would like to be seated. If ushers are not used, people seat themselves. Life is easy right? 
Then parents divorce, remarry, and perhaps divorce again, and the seating arrangements get vastly more complicated. 
Children of divorce can have lots of people to consider; stepmothers, stepfathers, stepaunts, ex-uncles, etc. Where the heck do you seat everyone to keep disaster to a minimum? Just remember that the first three or four rows are set aside for family and honoured guests. That means you can get creative with the seating in those rows, depending on the how well everyone gets along. If all other guests are seating themselves, make sure it is clear that the first four rows are reserved. 
Standard practice dictates that when parents are divorced, the mother of the bride or groom and her partner sit in the first row, either on the right or left side, depending on whom they are related to, and the father of the bride or groom sits in the second row with his partner. If the divorced parents get along, it is perfectly acceptable for both sets of parents/ stepparents to sit in the first pew. If the parents do not get along, but they can be cordial during the ceremony, again, all may sit in the same row; however, you may want to position younger children between them (your siblings or half siblings) to serve as a buffer. And if all the parental figures sit on the same row, everyone else gets to move up a row. 
[italicized and indented]
“I am getting married in a few months. My parents are divorced- and they hate each other. My dad has remarried, but not my mother. To eliminate any potential for problems, I just don’t think my dad and his wife should sit right next to or behind my mother during the ceremony. What’s another alternative?”

[end of italicized and indented]
A divorced mom usually sits in the front row, alone or with her escort. Dad usually walks his daughter down the aisle and then sits next to his significant other in the second row, behind his ex-wife. If this is just plain too close for comfort, use the grandparents or other close relatives as a buffer- seat them in the second row and put Dad and his wife in the third row. Then the seating should be:
· front row: mother and escort

· second row: grandparents and other close relatives

· third row: father and wife/significant other/guest

· fourth row: honoured guests or other family members 

Sometimes Dad and his wife even sit in the fourth row. This is done when divorced parents absolutely cannot get along or there is bad blood between a past or present spouse. It is inappropriate to relegate a stepparent to the back of the room in a wedding ceremony purely because he or she is a stepparent. Of course there may be extenuating circumstances that make back-of -the-room seating appropriate- for example, if an affair broke up the marriage only a short time ago. But if things are that bad, I question if it is appropriate to invite the new partner to attend the ceremony at all.

Using good ex-etiquette does not mean that feuding parents must talk to each other. It means they should remain cordial in public and put the children first. Do not force estranged parents to interact at your weeding if they do not want to. If they want to stay on opposite sides of the church or wedding reception, that’s their prerogative; it may be a blessing in disguise.
[italicized and indented]

“The mother of the bride of groom always seems to be seated in the front row at the wedding ceremony. My fiancé was raised by his father. Although his mother was in his life, his dad was the one he lived with. After all that, it doesn’t seen right that his father and step mom should be relegated to the second row.”

[end of italicized and indented]
You are right, and this situation is an exception to the rule. If the bride or groom was raised primarily by his or her father, then Dad and his guest should be in the front row, and Mom and her guest should sit behind him. 
Traditionally, the walk down the aisle is reserved for the father of the bride. However, divorce and remarriage are now so prevalent that this question often plaques modern brides. A child who has been raised by a loving stepparent looks for ways to thank him for his dedication, and helping to escort the bride down the aisle is often seen as the answer. The step parent regards this as a huge compliment. The biological parent, believing that this honour should be reserved for him, may not see things that way. 
To make the predicament a little more unorthodox than usual, this bride is having trouble choosing between the father and a man who is technically no longer related to her at all. Who should walk her down the aisle? I have seen this subject handled tastefully in four different ways. All four employ good ex-etiquette. 
First, the father and the stepfather stand to on either side of the bride as they walk down the aisle. The bride’s father is on her left side; the stepfather is on her right. If the bride would like to perform an additional gesture to distinguish the father from the stepfather, the bride may take her father’s right arm as they walk.

Another approach is that the stepfather walks the bride down the aisle to the row in which her father sits. The father rises and then walks his daughter the rest of the way. He is then the one to answer when the officiant asks, “Who gives this woman?”
A third possibility is for the father to walk her down the aisle to the row in which the stepfather sits. The stepfather rises and walks his stepdaughter the rest of the way. This choice was made by a bride who was somewhat estranged from her father, but who wanted to include him in the wedding ceremony. She explained to us that her stepfather had raised her, and she felt he was her father. That’s way she opted for him to be the one to present her to the groom.

The fourth possibility may be the source of future conflicts, but it may be the only answer at times: the bride may choose only one to walk her down the aisle. The final decision lies with the bride.
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