
One of the
painful rituals
at the time of

a divorce is dividing
up the mutual posses-
sions. In a similar
way, many other
items of the couple’s
life together are
divided. One part of
life that may or may
not be dealt with in
the same way as
Grandmother’s silver
is the church. In talk-
ing with divorced
persons, you may
hear the following (or
similar) stories.

“We’ve been in this
church for 20 years.
Neither of us wants
to leave, but we’re
not sure we can both
remain members here
either. It’s awkward to
see one another at
church and no longer
be a couple.”

“This was my church before we married.
I’m staying. She’s going to have to go
someplace else.”

“Although this church has been impor-
tant to both of us, neither of us feel we
can stay now. All our friends were cou-
ples. We don’t fit anymore in our Sunday
school class. It’s too hard to stay.”

“I’ve always loved this church. Now it
feels as if no one wants to talk with me.
It’s as if they feel divorce is catching. I
really feel I need to look for another
church. Besides, my ex-spouse has family
here. If I leave, she can stay and I won’t
make her uncomfortable.”

“Our children have grown up in this
church. We feel it’s important to them
for both of us to be involved. However,
we need some help working out how to

both stay active and involved when so
much has changed.”

Behind each of these statements is a
variety of emotions. In her book,
Breaking and Mending, Mary Lou
Redding observes that every divorce rep-
resent the death of a dream. It would be
safe to say that no one entering into a
marriage says to themselves, “Boy, can’t
wait till we divorce!” Marriage represents
a dream for life together, for growth, for
shared love and experiences. Divorce
shatters that dream. It is the death of a
phase of life. This is true even when the
divorce is sought by one party or anoth-
er. There still is a death and people go
through the same emotions they would
as if a loved one has died. It is a time
when people need support.

Divorcing people often drop out of

the church for a num-
ber of reasons. Some
feel shame about their
divorce. They live
with a burden of guilt
and feel they can’t
face the congrega-
tion. This can be true
particularly in cases
where they were part
of a couple that might
have been seen as per-
fect in the congrega-
tion.

Others drop out of
a congregation because
they feel they are now
judged as damaged in
some way by their
own congregation.
Sometimes this feel-
ing comes in ways
that those who are
married might not
recognize. It’s the
realization that they
are no longer invited
to certain gatherings
because they are no
longer part of a cou-
ple. It’s the comments

(made sometimes with smiles) from
friends warning them away from their
spouses. It’s comments like, “So, you
couldn’t hang in there for the long haul.”
These comments and opinions may hap-
pen to divorced persons in their neigh-
borhood and in their jobs. People try to
cope with those feelings in other loca-
tions. But for many, church is or has been
or is hoped to be a place of love and
acceptance. Comments and feelings of
being unaccepted not only have an effect
on the person’s self esteem, they also
have an effect on their spiritual well-
being.

Some divorcing people drop out of a
congregation because they are seeking to
avoid past associations. It may be unreal-
istic to expect people to stay in a congre-
gation when they divorce. Even when a
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congregation seeks wholeheartedly to
provide a welcome, it may simply be too
painful for the individual to stay and be
constantly reminded of life as a couple.

Congregations need to develop mutu-
al strategies for doing everything possi-
ble to strengthen and honor marriage
and at the same time put into place a plan
for support and acceptance for every per-
son in divorcing families. Whether
intentionally or not, many divorced or
divorcing people feel they are treated
as second class citizens in the church.
Through the teachings of Jesus, we
are charged with helping every person
feel as if they are first class citizens.
So, what can a congregation do?

First of all, it is helpful to face reality.
Recognize that divorces do occur. Accept
this as a fact. At the point of divorce, the
church can offer prayers and services of
healing to families going through
divorce. The United Methodist Book of
Worship includes a prayer that can be
used with a family. This could be part of
a worship service, part of a small group
meeting time with the family or part of a
pastoral visit.

Offer families suggestions for ways to
talk within the home about what is hap-

pening. In the book, Capture the Moment:
Building Faith Traditions for Families by
Rick and Sue Isbell there is a meditation
about divorce. Parents might use this
with their children, then move into talk-
ing about how each person in the family
is feeling at the time of the divorce.

Second, realize that recovery from
divorce can be a slow process. Just as
with a death, it often takes a year or more
for people come out from under the feel-
ings of despair. The church has an
opportunity to minister to those in pain.
There are a number of ways to do this.

© Offer within the congregation Divorce
Recovery workshops or partner with
another congregation in the area to
offer these workshops. One resource to
use is Starting Here: A Divorce Recovery
Program by Sandra Scott.

© Prepare a Community Resource List of
divorce recovery programs available in
your community. Include on the list a
contact person for each program.
Often someone going through a
divorce may be reluctant to pick up the
phone and call for information. With
their permission, make the initial call
for them.

© Provide support for children at the
time of divorce. Often, by the time a
divorce occurs, adults in a marriage
have been dealing with the eventuality
for awhile. Sometimes children are
caught unawares. They are at a differ-
ent place than their parents and parents
may not be able to provide to them the
support they need. As with adults, offer
classes for children on dealing with
divorce. Helping Children Cope with
Divorce by Jenni Douglas Duncan pro-
vides a leader’s guide with sessions to
use with the children as well as with
parents.

© Establish support groups beyond “deal-
ing with divorce” groups. Many times
the best support for those who are
divorced can be found in others who
have been divorced. They know the
issues. They’ve developed strategies for
living single after years of living as a
couple. These can be classes for singles,
recreation opportunities, opportunities
for sharing child care, job or task bro-
kering. For someone who in 20 years of
marriage has not dealt with changing
the oil in the car, it is helpful to have a
ready list of who to call for advice.

CIRCUIT RIDER16

Reach Out to Families
with FaithHome for
Parents Booklets
Tools for your ministry that can:
■ Provide immediate help for parents
■ Clearly demonstrate your church’s ministry to families
■ Give a reliable starting point for difficult counseling sessions
■ Topics ranging from children’s spirituality to parenting issues
■ 22 topic sampler pack 0687049482 $18.00
■ 22 topic African American sampler pack 068704538X $18.00

Each FaithHome for Parents booklet offers:
■ Concrete advice from experienced counselors
■ Example stories
■ Spiritual support for parents
■ Suggested resources to use at home

To order call 1-800-672-1789 or visit your local Cokesbury store. 

www.cokesbury.com www.faithhome.com C
IR

-0
27

-0
2

http://www.faithparent.com/bklets18.html


© Recognize the power of rituals. This
year, as part of our service on the
fourth Sunday of Advent, our congre-
gation participated in communion and
in a service of healing. Our pastor, in
inviting those who wished to come to
the altar and kneel for prayers of heal-
ing and anointing of oil, recognized
that in a season of the church year
when everyone is to be joyful, there
are many in pain. Throughout the
church year, it is important to recog-
nize pain and feelings of brokenness.
While these are not important just for
those experiencing divorce, they often
are seen as helpful for those dealing
with divorce.

© Keep an eye on church activities that
might buy into the myth of “keeping
the table even.” The hostess idea of
having an even number of men and
women around a table often crops up
in church activities. Ask every group
planning activities for the congrega-
tion where they want to include every-
one to ask themselves, “How welcome
will those who are divorced feel when
they participate in this event?” I had a
long conversation recently with a
divorced woman who told of going to
her church-wide retreat. She had been
assured that this was for all “families”
in the church—not just couples with
children. When she arrived, she dis-
covered all the activities were to be
done in family groups and the activi-
ties geared to couples with children.
She said, “That’s the last time I’ll trust
that I really am wanted at a church-
wide retreat.”

Remember the image of the welcoming
table when we gather for communion. We
do believe this is God’s table and all are
welcome at the table. For those experienc-
ing divorce, how does your congregation
work to help them know they still have a
place at the table? ❏
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