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Description: This session incorporates discussion that includes the many challenges children of divorce face and the poverty of disconnectedness they encounter. Learn about rituals, schedules, and ways of connecting and relationship building that will impact the child of divorce and draw them closer to the Heavenly Father. 

Introduction

 Like a speeding bullet, divorce took aim at the families of America in the early seventies.  In all these years it hasn’t slowed down very much. 

True or False discussion: Stand if you think the answer to the following questions is true. Stay seated if you think they are false.

· Over a million children a year experience the divorce of their parents (This is true) (http://singleparents.about.com/) 

· 1/3 of children living in the US live in single parent families (This is true)  (www.aecf.org) 

· Approximately 50% of single moms live in poverty (False, only 27% live in poverty) (http://singleparents.about.com)  

· Almost 40% of single mothers are 40 years old or older (This is true) (http://singleparents.about.com) 

· Only 5 percent of the single parent family population attends church regularly.  (The Hidden Mission Field, by Theresa McKenna, Winepress Publishing, 1999)
Research shows that elementary children of divorce continue to attempt to attend church. (Elizabeth Marquardt, Between Two Worlds phone interview) 

Many children try to keep attending but research shows that along about 12 to 13 years of age, they quit making the attempt to come to church all together. It becomes too cumbersome, plus they don’t feel like they belong or fit in with the other kids. 

Jennifer Maggio Ministries conducted an independent study in 2008 based on traffic on their website, their assessment found 67% of single mothers do not actively attend church" in their area. They are with the Healing Place Church in Baton Rouge, LA.
 
From The Switching Hour, by Evon O. Flesberg, (page ix) we read, 

“I liked yesterday, I don’t today, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

“He looked at me with dark brown eyes, wide and sorrow-filled as he slowly and emphatically spoke these words. Life as he knew it for seven short years was over. There was no going back–no way to change what had happened. Mommy and Daddy got a divorce. …….. The years of the switching hour had begun.”

For 1 in 3 children today in order to say “Hello” to one parent – they have to say “Goodbye” to the other parent …. over and over again for the rest of their childhood.

Questions:

· How many of these children are attending your church? 

· Ever wonder why some kids only come periodically or every other weekend? 

· Do you wonder why some kids just can’t seem to memorize scripture? 

· Or why some kids may practice for that special Christmas presentation but come the Sunday service where they sing or perform and they just don’t show up? (This happened this past year at our church. One little eight year old had practiced with the children’s choir for a special Christmas song and then the next Sunday he had to go to his dad’s. His dad wouldn’t bring him to church to sing.)

· Or why you can’t seem to develop a relationship with some of the children in your church classes? Many of these kids experience different people coming into their lives and then leaving again. They may tend to push you away thinking, “why bother?” Plus it takes time and repeated contact to form a close relationship. 

· Have you ever considered that some children from two-parent families are children of divorce? It might be they are in a blended family but they are still children of divorce. Many times these children don’t feel like they fit. 

Alex Story:  Alex was an elementary age kid when I first met him. He decided he wanted to play the guitar for our church praise team. He really struggled keeping up with us. Mostly he wanted to play loud, sing solo, practice to be a rock star and in general not follow the directions of the praise team director. Plus he missed a lot of practices. Other members began to complain. I started inquiring about why he was missing and in general getting to know him personally. I play the keyboard for praise team. 

The director told me that Alex was ADHD and out of control. But he wasn’t ADHD, he was the child of divorce. His mom had remarried and he was in a two-parent family. Alex is now 16 years of age and he still feels like he doesn’t fit in. Sometimes it’s hard for him to concentrate. He gets confused about a song after he has missed the last rehearsal. 

Here are some particulars about him:  He lives with mom, step dad, birth sister and half sister. His step dad has children that visit their house. So he has to share his birth mom with stepsiblings, half sister and of course his birth sister. 

He goes to his birth dad’s every other Sunday and sometimes on Wednesday night – when we rehearse. At birth dad’s there is a step mom and her children who live there. His stepbrother is older and a big football star with one of the colleges in our state. So he has a lot of competition for his dad’s attention. Alex feels like he can’t do anything to measure up to his dad’s expectations. He has a younger teenage stepsister. This is the life Alex has led since he was in elementary school. Alex befriended me on Facebook. Because I took time to care and be interested in him, we have a strong connection. 

Today I want to give you some basic information or the ABCs of ministering to children of divorce. These are fundamental concepts of what these children need from you – the church.

A – They need your Attention. In order to understand this concept, you need to understand the impact divorce has on these kids. 

B – Children of divorce need for you to be able to know where they are in their Brains and how this impacts them when and if they come to your church classes.

C – These children need deep Connections and developing healthy relationships with adults outside their homes. 

“A” Attention – Children of divorce need and want your attention. 

If you don’t give them your attention they will use their behavior to get your attention. 

Have you ever heard, “They’re just acting like that to get attention?” No truer statement has ever been made especially when you are talking about the child of divorce. These children experience a dramatic change in going from being a member of one intact family to being a part of two different families. Plus many times the child is lost in that transition as the parent they live with is struggling to survive. 

Church leaders can fill that gap and give these kids the attention they need. This past fall we had a new family start attending out church. This was a divorced mom with four children. The youngest, a six year old, has been diagnosed with ADHD and PTSD. He was out of control in our Awana program, Bible study and children’s choir. 

I asked the mom to enroll him in our DC4K, DivorceCare for Kids, class. She started telling me how out of control he is and I said, “You bring him to me, I can handle him.” This child has blossomed in my group. He has had some good experiences at church. Recently we had a revival and mom came and brought her kids. I was playing the piano during the first part of the service. He was pretty out of control during this time. 

When I got through playing, I went and sat with them. I pulled him right next to me and tucked him under my arm. Gave him a little squeeze. Then I pulled out paper and colored highlighters and mouthed, “Draw me a picture”. He immediately settled down. You could feel the peace come over him. He needed my attention. Mom needed someone to take over for a short while so she could hear and pay attention to the minister. 

Hardwired to Connect report

In 2003 a Research report co-sponsored by YMCA of the USA, Dartmouth Medical School, and the Institute for American Values researched the cause of so many children experiences depression, suicide, out of control behaviors and in general unhappiness in our world today. Therapist and counselors were perplexed because of the long waiting list they were developing. 

A group called the Commission for Children at Risk comprised by a panel of 33 leading children’s doctors, neuroscientists, research scholars, and youth service professionals developed the Hardwired to Connect report. 

Hardwired to Connect – Scientific Study (www.americanvalues.org)

· Our society suffers a lack of connectedness

1. Scientific studies show we are hardwired for close connections to others

2. We are hardwired for spiritual meaning

· Primary nurturing relationships influence early spiritual development

· Religiosity and spirituality significantly influence well-being

· The human brain appears to be organized to ask ultimate questions and seek ultimate answers

We now know from research that when a child experiences undue stress due to a crisis that it can affect brain wiring. Divorce causes undue stress in most children and it is one of the deepest crises a child can experience. Divorce interrupts childhood and destroys the only intact family a child has ever known. 

Divorce brings many changes in the child’s world

· The loss of family and two parent home
· Loss of people – extended families, friends and neighbors, child care, school 
· The loss of sense of well-being and self-esteem
· Loss of a life style
· Loss of a church   
· Loss of home life including rituals, traditions and reliable schedules
Elizabeth Marquardt, Between Two Worlds, research shows that children of divorce learn to

· Worry about their stuff, because it is often lost in the constant traveling. Children of divorce tend to attach to their things
· Wonder about religion and God, owing to the mixed message they often receive from their parents’ starkly different worlds
· Become “chameleons”, because they have to figure out how to act in the different worlds 
· Become vigilant about parental moods; they learn to read body language very well
· How to handle a parent’s subsequent remarriage and/or divorce or significant others that tend to move in and out 

From Thriving Family by Focus on the Family, September/October 2010, “One Child, Two Homes” by Linda Ranson Jacobs: The story is a true story and one about my own nephew. 

“Now I can finally unpack!”

“The night before my nephew, Nathan, left for college, he spoke excitedly about how he finally would be getting a place of his own, even if only a dorm room. Nathan had been living out of a suitcase since his parents divorced when he was 11. Because his parents had shared custody of him they divided his time between the two homes – a few days at Mom’s place, a few days at Dad’s, week and week, year after year.

“Whenever Mom, Dad or the steps told me to unpack, I’d go upstairs and dump my bag out on the floor,” Nathan says. “I thought, Why bother? I knew I’d be leaving again in a couple of days.” 

(Picture of house w/ little boy trying to hold things together.) This picture symbolizes how many children of divorce feel. They try to hold everything together while trying to get their parents back together.  
Understanding the Legacy of Disaster

· Short-term

1. Intense stress

2. Overwhelming emotions

3. Constant fear about safety

In order to trust someone, there has to be a sense of trust. Many children of divorce feel they can’t trust people so they will have safety issues. In our DC4K program all of the leaders are called “Safe Keepers”. We say to the children, “I am your Safe Keeper and it’s my job to keep you safe. Know what your job is? To help me keep things safe.” 

4. Difficulty completing task

5. Academic problems 

Math in particular seems difficult for kids of divorce. Take away and division seems too close to what they are experiencing at home. One young adult told me that her parents divorced when she was in 5th grade. She said she couldn’t do take away or division after that. She said the minus sign reminded her that her dad was minus from the home. The division sign represented her life with mom on the top and her life with dad on the bottom. She said the times sign meant her family was just jumbled all up.

6. Behavior problems 

Children will speak with their behaviors. To them everything is out of control and the only thing they feel under their control is how they act. In my therapeutic child care several years ago I had a very large 3rd grade boy that was angry, mean and a real challenge to the adults. One day I sat him down and just asked, “What’s going on?” He began to share that his mom told him he was going to have to testify in court which parent he wanted to live with. He said, “How can I choose without making my mom or dad mad at me?” I told him to tell his mom and her lawyer that divorce is an adult problem, not a kid problem and that he refused to make that decision. This young man gave a big sigh and you could actually see his shoulders relax. I went onto explain that he was a kid and his job to be a kid. He was to play, do his homework and try to cope during this trying time in his life. 

7. Regression to previous and younger habits

8. Feeling of powerlessness

9. Total confusion 

Several years ago I had a single mom show up at my house one evening. She had left the husband and had gone to a hotel. There were a lot of problems and these two parents were warring parents. The precious 4th grade little girl looked bewildered. She was scared at staying at a hotel and wanted to go home. But when I asked her what she thought about what was happening she said, “This is all very confusing. I am soooo confused.”

· Long-term 

1. Anxiety and depression 

2. Lower psychological well-being

3. Suicide

4. Delinquency in teen years 

5. Promiscuity and unwed teenage pregnancy 

6. Substance reliance and abuse 

7. Poverty 

8. Becoming divorced as adults

9. Pulling away from the Lord in adult years
Some of the legacies listed above were taken from “The Effects of Divorce on America” by Patrick F. Fagan and Robert Rector of the Heritage Foundation and others are from my own observation from working with children of divorce for over thirty years.

“B” Brains – Understand where the child is in the brain in the child of divorce. 

Understanding where the child is in the brain is part of the Conscious Discipline® program by Dr. Becky Bailey, 1-800-842-2846 www.ConsciousDiscipline.com 

1. Brain stem – is all about surviving the moment and the only thing the brain knows to do in a crisis is fight, flight or freeze. For the brain stem it is all about safety.

This may be the child that literally pulls their hood over their face. Or the child that hides in the corner or crawls under the table. It might be the child that keeps her jacket on w/ the hood pulled up. She may be looking at you but doesn’t see you. Or the child that stares straight ahead and makes no eye contact with anyone. 

Most children of divorce do not feel safe. They feel their safety has literally walked out the door. “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear….” 1 John 4:18 Children of divorce also feel any love a parent had for them has left. That love walked out the door. It is their perception and their perception is not wrong to them. 

After doing presentation to DivorceCare for Kids leaders in Canada, one lady came up to me afterwards. She said, “I want to tell you what happened to me when I was a child. It relates to what you were saying about children and their perception of safety after the divorce. My dad came home one evening and said he wanted a divorce. He proceeded to go upstairs and pack his bags. I followed him upstairs; watched him pack his suitcases and then looked out the window as he walked to his car carrying his bags. All I could think of when he was walking away was, ‘My safety is in those bags. How will I ever feel safe without my dad in the house.’ To this day I still struggle with safety issues.”

Describing what the body is doing helps move the child up the brain ladder. When they are in the brain stem, they can’t think, reason, rationalize, memorize or even respond. When you describe their actions, the look on their face or the body stance, they will look at you. This is the beginning of moving them up the brain and out of the brain stem. 

“When children are part of a close-knit group, they feel safe and know they are not abandoned. They enjoy life in the shadows of taller people who genuinely care about what happens to them.” Too Small To Ignore  Pg. 63

2. Limbic –  is all about feelings and being loved and accepted. It seeks pleasure, governs relationships, motivation, boundaries, and attachment and is the unconscious part of the brain. Everything that is said to you is stored in the limbic system. The entire perception of a situation is based on being loved and how the person feels.  

A child that is in the limbic and upset will tend to talk very loud. The more stress they are under, the louder they will talk. They may express anger, tears, outburst and or name-calling. They are territorial as well as judgmental and they tend to blames others. 

These children are calling out for love. They want to be loved and liked and they wonder if they take part in things at church is the other parent, who doesn’t attend church, still going to love them. 

Adding empathy moves this person up the brain ladder. Use the term “seems to me you are _______ “ (whatever feeling you want to insert). Or, “Whoa look at you. Your eyes are going like this (mimic eyes) and your gritting your teeth. Your body is telling me that you might be angry?” Don’t say, “Oh stop that, you are just mad!” because this doesn’t convey empathy. It says you are being judgmental; remember it’s the person’s perception. Plus sometimes we have to tell children what their emotion looks like and what their body is doing so they can begin to recognize and put a name to their feelings. 

One time I had a 2nd grade girl come into my office and she was so mad she was just jumping up and down. I took one look at her and said, “Well look at you. You are just jumping up and down and it looks like you are getting all that anger energy coming out your feet.” She stopped, looked down at her feet and said, “Hmm I didn’t know that!” 

Mirror back and reflect what they are sensing using a nonchalant voice or soft facial expressions and relaxed body stance.

In order to help a child recognize and label their feelings, it’s important to explain what an emotion looks like, sounds like and feels like.

Example:  Anger looks like – clenched teeth; it sounds like – screaming and yelling; and it feels like – an upset stomach. 

3. Cortex –  is the level where the brain can think logically, learn and process information. The cortex also wants to know what it can contribute to the situation. Help the child reason; validate feelings and rationalize situations. You can teach a child in the cortex. A child in the cortex will want to help and add to the group. 

Activate the Mirror Neurons
· What many children’s leaders don’t understand is that the children in your group/classes will mimic your facial expressions and your feelings. This is possible because of mirror neurons in your brain. Mirror neurons were discovered back in the early nineties.  

· Mirror neurons fire or literally mirror what you see someone else do. “For example, if you see someone smile, you mirror neurons respond. These cells essentially copy the pattern of activity you would experience if you were smiling. “These neurons show you ‘what it’s like’ to experience what others do.” Born for Love Bruce Perry, & Maia Szalzvitz (HarperCollins) 

· Ever have a been having a bad day and you go into a store, wait in a long check out line and you are feeling really grouchy when the person checking your groceries has a wonderful attitude, a warm smile and all of sudden you feel connected? You might even say something like, “Have a good rest of your day” in response to what she has said to you? These are mirror neurons at work. 

· When you go into your classes, have your heart prepared and be prayed up so you can offer your kids a warm smile and a spirit of empathy. 

· An added benefit is when a child mirrors your feelings/emotions, this will help to energize you and keep you going and going and going. It’s evidence to you that you are making a difference in this child’s life. 

“C” Connections – These children need deep Connections and developing relationships with adults outside their homes. 

· Take time to get to really know the child. 

Do you know their last name? Is it different than the other kids in the same family or different from the mom’s last name? Discipline is relationship specific. Some of these kids need for you to develop a relationship with them, then and only then can you discipline them effectively.

Ask about their hobbies, interest, likes and dislikes. We have kids fill out a form called, “About Me Form”. It’s not for the parent to fill out. We want to here from the child of divorce. We address personal questions such as, “I live with my ____________” and “How long has it been since mom and dad separated?” “I think divorce is bad because _______.” 

Get to know the parent, step parents, grandparents and the family in general. Communicate regularly with each parent if at all possible.

Make it point to contact these children when they don’t attend, even if it’s just a letter or an email. I have some children on my FaceBook page. Sometimes I have mailed the lesson, Bible story or art project to kids that have missed.

Recently I had one little girl cut out my return address sticker, staple it to an envelope and write me back. All she said was, “I really miss you too Miss Linda. And I love you.” 

· Remember the Hardwired to Connect report where it said we have a poverty of connectedness in our world today. Children of divorce exemplify this poverty.

Josh’s story
Josh was 4 year old when his mom met and married a man she had only known for a short period of time. Josh’s birth dad had died when he was very young. Josh didn’t remember his dad. Him and his mother had always lived with his grandmother. In a short period of time Josh was removed from his grandmother’s home, the only child care he had known and from his church. His mom and her new husband moved to another town close by. Josh began going to a home day care. In a few months, he began school and his mom switched him to an after school program. His mom then had a baby and within three months Josh, his mom, his new baby sister and the new dad moved back close to the grandmother. 

Josh’s mom enrolled him in the kindergarten of the original child care. The kindergarten class and extended care were in another location. One snowy night Josh and I were waiting for his Mother to pick him up. It was just Josh and I sitting alone watching it snow. We were sitting in rocking chairs looking out the window. Josh said to me, “hey Miss Linda want to see my treasures?”  He reached into his pocket and began to pull out some items.  He pointed to a piece of tar and said, “See this piece of tar? You remember your other day care I went to when I was a little kid? When my mom told me I had to leave, I picked this off the parking lot and put it in my pocket.

See this piece of glass? I found this in the back yard of that home daycare I went to. See here, this screw? Well, I had to go to a school with after school care and I found this on the playground. Then my mom told me that we were moving and I was going to get to come back to your program except in a different building. So when I got here the first day, I didn’t wait for my mom to tell me we were going to leave. I went straight out to that big tree and took a piece of bark off of it.

This child was carrying his life around in his pocket. He had become attached to the things around him instead of to the adults in his life. But he shared it with me. 

· Rituals are points of connections

Since so many children’s relationships become strained and even nonexistent through the divorce, they need to be able to develop new points of connections. They need to connect.  And they need to connect often. We can make the children stronger by connecting with them and one way to connect with children on a deep level is through rituals. 

Much of the following information comes from the book Rituals For Our Times by Evan Imber-Black, Ph. D., and Janine Roberts, ED.D.  

Children are automatic ritual developers. They come to rely on various rituals. 

Examples of rituals children have developed on their own:

· Bedtime stories

· A dad giving his son a high five each morning or a fist bump each night.

· Special hug; example: a big bear hug or a ‘bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck hug.

· Familiar sayings such as:  Night, night, don’t let the bedbugs bite. See you later alligator, pretty soon baboon. Sweet dreams.

· Or even special waves; Example: hand under the chin

· “Home again, home again, rig-a-jig-jig” 

In the book Rituals For Our Times they state that, “Rituals are a central part of life whether it be in how meals are shared together, or how major events are marked. They are the lens through which we can see our emotional connections to our parents, siblings, spouse, children and dear friends. They connect us with our past, define our present life, and show us a path to our future as we pass on ceremonies, traditions, objects, symbols and ways of being with each other handed down from previous generations.” 

For the child of divorce, their lens has become distorted and they need the outside help of church leaders and others to bring a sense of normalcy to their lives. 

· Why do rituals need to be replaced for the child of divorce?

Dr. Becky Bailey says in Conscious Discipline that rituals are the emotional glue that holds relationships together. Rituals are points of connections. 

She also says that rituals soothe the lower centers of our brain. The part of the brain, the brain stem, is about fight or flight. When children are in a stressful situation or when faced with divorce or other situations they will go into the brain stem or fight or flight mode. 

Rituals soothe the brain and allow the child to move into the limbic system of the brain. With empathy added by the adults around them, we can move the child on up the brain to the cortex where the child can reason and think and rationalize what is going on. 

Another reason for rituals is predictability. Children from divorced homes need predictability. They need to know they can depend on specific things happening at a specific time. 

So many times they have the perception that their lives are out of control and in disarray. Routines, or predictability, bring security in the child’s life. But rituals involve that special feeling of connecting with another human being.

Rituals allow us to connect with each other in an emotional, intimate way.  Children in divorced homes today are loosing their living family histories. They are losing the ability to explore and take part in rituals. 

For the single parent, they may be just trying to survive and can’t think about rituals that have been passed down for generations. Or they may be cognizant of the fact that rituals involving extended family members or holidays may have to be changed. 

· How rituals develop connections with children. 

Who or what group can step up and assist the children today? This is where you, the church can fill the void. You can connect with the young people today.

First of all realize that “rituals are not routines. Rituals have connection as their goal.” (Conscious Discipline p. 61) 

For children, rituals with special foods, certain activities and the gathering together of people they love fits into their active minds and lifestyles. Children become ritual makers very early in life. (Rituals For Our Time pp. 95, 97) 

An example of a parent/child ritual would be a dad who tousles his daughter’s hair every morning at the breakfast table. When the dad moves out of the house, however, that ritual disappears. Even though the dad can’t be replaced, a new ritual can take the place of the old one. It might be that the mother greets the child with a high five at the breakfast table each morning. 

Children create rituals that adults don’t realize are rituals. Rituals happen because children begin to count on a certain thing happening at a specific time in a particular way. 

In the case of a child of divorce, new rituals will automatically develop. With guidance and awareness, children can create healthy rituals. If we don’t help them, children may develop unhealthy rituals that will only drive their pain deeper. These rituals may only serve to remind children of their losses and remind them they are not connected to a particular person any longer.

· What messages do unhealthy rituals send?

They send the message that no one cares about me. My living history doesn’t matter to anyone. My heritage with my family or with one of my parent’s is going to cease to exist. If I can’t depend on the adults in my life, then I will have to learn to depend only on myself.

They send the message that I have to collect “treasures” and keep them in my pocket close to me all the time. 

· How can you help parents develop healthy rituals?

As church leaders you can help children and single parents develop healthy rituals. This can be especially advantageous when children have to travel between two homes. 

In Rituals for Our Times authors Evan Imber-Black and Janine Roberts state, “The movement of children from one household to another requires special attention to the rituals of leaving and returning, as these express more complicated issues of family membership, loyalty, or unresolved conflicts between parents. Children may receive the hidden message that they are not to express sadness in leaving one household to go to another and that their good-bye ritual should be swift or secretive.”
 

When you are working with the child of divorce, keep in mind all that the child of divorce is going through. What can you do to help? Is there a way you can counsel with single parents in your church to help them understand the dilemma the children face each time they have to say good-bye and hello? Keep in mind that each time they say hello to one parent, it means saying good-bye to the other.

Brian’s Story

In my home when my son returned from visiting his dad’s it was difficult for him to return. He wanted to be home but he also really missed his dad and hated leaving him. As a ten-year old boy he really didn’t want cuddling from a mom! I knew that Brian was really attached to our little dog so when it was about time for Brian to come home I would start getting our little dog, Snickers, excited. When Snickers heard Brian’s dad’s car pull in the driveway she would run to the door and as Brian came through that door she would be jumping up and down to greet him. He would pick up that little dog and just love on her. He would say all those things he wanted to say to me but couldn’t allow himself. Things like, “Oh Snickers did you miss me? I missed you. You are so excited to see me.” And he would just cuddle and hold that little dog. This became a very important part of his re-entering our home. 
· Exploring ways to reach out through rituals in the church.

1. Greeting rituals

Think about developing rituals within your church groups. It might be that you or the children’s Bible study teacher or youth leaders develop a special handshake or greeting ritual. Actually you may already have developed some rituals and just not be aware of them.  Look around and see if you can’t discern some rituals taking place.

Example: “Mom, you know every Sunday morning Mr. Harmon puts his hand on my shoulder and says to me, ‘How you doing son?’”

While this might not seem like a big deal to you or even a ritual, to this ten year-old child, this was a big deal. This was a point of connection. Mr. Harmon was a good friend of the family before the divorce. It said to the child that this man still accepted him and cared for him even though the dad had left. It impacted this child.

Back in the early 90’s in a group in a church in Oklahoma I observed a man do this exact thing with a group of older elementary age boys and girls. They kept up this ritual for several years. As the kids moved into other departments and into middle school they would come and look for him on Sundays and other times they were at church. This man connected with these kids and they came to depend on him in other areas of their lives. 

2. Good-bye rituals

Another good time to create a ritual is a closing ritual for some type of church session like a choir or Bible study hour. Think about some of our church services. I think about the old time revivals. The leaders would pick out a particular song and they would usually start and end the service with that song. By the end of the week everyone knew the song by heart. For weeks and even months after the revival when you heard that song, it evoked feelings of well-being or comfort and memories about the services or the special minister that preached. 

3. Birthday rituals

Church leaders might consider a special birthday breakfast. Take the child and parent out for breakfast. Make a point to send a birthday card. Realize that birthdays for the child of divorce can be a very stressful event.

Birthday Dilemma: Birthdays are usually exciting times for children. But let’s back up and think a minute about the birthday as a ritual and what happens to that ritual in the divorce process. 

For some children, birthdays are often a time of stress that leave the child wondering if dad will call or come by or has he forgotten again. For several days leading up to this day the child will be terribly stressed out. And for several days after the day, if the parent did indeed forget, there may be a sense of depression and sadness experienced by the child. A one-time event that drew parent and child closer together has now been lost just as the sense of connectedness has disappeared for the child.

Chad story  

Then there is the story about the little kid that was turning 5 on his birthday. His special day was on Saturday and when he left daycare on Friday evening he was so excited about the up and coming birthday party. On Monday he announced that he was now seven year olds. He had his 6th birthday with his Mom and Grandmother and family. Then on Sunday he had his 7th birthday party with his dad and his new girlfriend. 

4. Holidays

Remember single parents families at holiday times. Not with presents but think about the rituals. Try to find out what the family did for Mother’s Day or Father’s day. Have any idea how hard it can be to get in the holiday spirit when as a parent you know you will be alone on that day? Can your church help change this holiday event and build new connections?

· One church set up a special celebration for July 4th. Each year all the single parent families knew they were invited to a special location where a fireworks display would be observed. For years the kids bonded at this event. It was only a one time yearly ritual but the kids came to rely on this event. They expected it and as adults they still remember it.

· How about creating a ritual for the change of seasons or the start of a new school year?

· Share with single parents about rituals your family has. 

I once shared with a mom about sending notes in her kid’s lunches on the Monday they returned home from a visit to their dad’s house.  She shared with me several years later that even after they had become teens she still put a note in their book bags at least once a week. She had strong relationship with each child. 

· Encourage your minister to share from the pulpit rituals families can do together.  

Almost anything can be turned into a ritual of connections, if the focus is on the relationship.

· Other ways to connect with the child of divorce 

1. Model spiritual mannerisms; they can be learned when modeled by children’s leader 
a.  Model faith

b.  Model praying for those in divorce; pray for the child’s comfort (do not pray the  child’s parent will return home)

2.  Provide alter calls for children

3.  Provide curriculum for children (DivorceCare for Kids; www.dc4k.org)

4.  Provide lay leadership that teaches, mentors and loves these children

5.  Strengthen the marriages in your church  

6.  Model good marriages for the child of divorce

7.  Educate all children’s church leaders about the child of divorce. 

8.  Provide safe places and tell children they are safe

9. Educate children and youth about relationships; the church is the ideal place
10. Teach the leadership in ministries to hurting people about the legacy the adults have today because of the hurts from their childhood. 

Other Tips and Helpful Hints

What Happens to the Relationship with God, the Heavenly Father?

What adult children are telling us

· They have trust issues

· They have faith issues

· Perception of Bible stories and lessons are skewed

When some adults hear the words Heavenly Father, only scenes of desertion and loss come to their minds. They don’t think of God as a father image. One lady said, “Just hearing ‘Our Father’ would make a knot tighten up in my stomach” (Growing Up Divorced by Archibald Hart, Servant Publications, p. 161).

Other children feel unworthy of God’s love. They feel unworthy to take their problems to such a God. They feel unlovable because they perceived that their parents didn’t love them, and they don’t feel a God can love them either.

From an 11-year-old in Growing Up Divorced we read, “I wonder if God is like my dad. Does he say he loves you and then throw you away? Does he say he will come and visit you and then never come?” (p. 81).

Regarding trust issues: Is God like a father?

Because if He is, I don’t want to have anything to do with Him. 

Regarding faith issues: 

I had faith that my parents would provide for me, and look what happened; now you want me to have faith in “God”?

I thought we lived in a safe world and now bad people are flying planes into buildings – a bunch of buildings too. Where is God? Why doesn’t He stop them?

The Badly Wounded Need a Hospital – the Church.

· Wounds heal from the inside out – what about hearts?

· We put a cast on the arm, but the heart is broken

· Praying with and for the child of divorce

When working with the children, it’s important to pray with them and for them. Don’t set them up to fail with God. 

· Pray for the child’s safety and the parent that’s safety
· Pray for the child’s relationship to grandparents and other relatives
· For child of divorce or never married, don’t pray with them that their parent will return. You can’t guarantee that parent will return. 
· Pray with them for the safety for each child and other family members
· Pray for the parent to turn to God. 
· Pray for the child and the parent’s relationship.
· Pray for peace and understanding. 
· Pray for the child and parent’s comfort. We forget to pray for comfort.
· Bible lessons of relevance are needed

Many times the adult child of divorce needs help understanding stories from the Bible. Leaders think as adults they comprehend the term Heavenly Father and the fact that their Heavenly Father loved them so much He sent His son to die for them. But when they had a father that didn’t care enough about them to live with them, this is a hard concept to understand. We don’t need to change the Bible lessons but perhaps incorporate terminology that includes divorce, desertion, growing up in a dysfunctional family or a family with two moms, etc.

One Bible story that gets lost on the child of divorce is the story of the prodigal son. All the kids can think about is they are not the one that left. One of their parents left. Unless it’s explained they miss the concept of forgiveness and God unconditional love toward us. 

Solution Ministries for Children in divorce

· Biblically based, Christ-centered curriculums

· Wake up to the crisis of the moment-by-moment survival

· Long-term commitment and carry through for these children. Some research shows it takes many children around ten years to process their parent’s divorce and to regain a sense of normalcy. 

· Reach out to the parent

· Bring comfort to them by mentoring and understanding

… Biblically based, Christ-centered ministries are desperately needed. Turn these children around and let them see God as a “parent” in their lives.

… Churches, ministers and church programs need to wake up to the crisis and try to understand the dilemma these children are facing every moment of every day for the rest of their lives. It’s not a short-term ministry. Don’t think that if you talk to them today, they will be okay. 

… Because many of these children feel like they don’t have a family, the church can become their family substitute for a while. Commit long-term to helping raise these children. See them through high school and possibly even college.

… Reach out to the parent. You will be helping the child when you reach out to the parent. Set up classes on how to parent alone. Copy articles for single parents; stock your library with books to encourage and help them.

… Change the overall mindset of congregations, ministers and children’s leaders; help the congregation to understand the consequences of divorce and that it’s not short-term.

… Bring comfort to these children by mentoring and understanding.

In Conclusion

Research from the “Hardwired to Connect: The New Scientific Case for Authoritative Communities” suggest communities and groups:

· Includes children and youth so they can connect

· Treats children as ends in themselves

· Is warm and nurturing year round
· Establishes clear boundaries and limits – God’s plan

· Uses lay leaders with a passion

· Is multi-generational with exposure to grandparent-type people

· Has a long-term focus

· Encourages spiritual development (mentors)

· The people reflect and transmit shared understanding of what it means to follow God’s design for His people

· Teaches dignity and respect of all persons: including other cultures and countries

The Authoritative Communities in the Hard Wired to Connect study recommendations were actually suggested many years ago. If you look at the New Testament church that Jesus talks about in the Bible, you will find these communities. As Christian we know these communities as the church, the family of God. Our society has pulled away from God’s design the family – the family unit and the church family. Maybe it’s time we got back to the principals set forth by our Heavenly Father. 

I believe it takes a village to raise a child and for children of divorce that village should be the church. 

Children of divorce are mourning their once intact family and you may be the only one that holds the key to the kingdom for these children.

From an 11 year old boy in Oklahoma City:

A Family No More

It was very sad when my dad said divorce

My voice started to get course

I was only six

It hit me like bricks

My sister was four

When he walked out the door

I did not understand

He said goody

I started to cry

After the talk

He gave us the walk

My mom gave me a hug

I felt like a squashed bug

I felt nothing

Not even something

It had to be a joke

I felt like I broke

I burst into tears

I had so many fears

Then it came to a halt

For I learned it was not my fault

Now there is one less family to say

“So let us pray”

“Let my teaching fall like rain and my words descend like dew, like showers on new grass, like abundant rain on tender plants." Deuteronomy 32:2 (NIV)
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RESOURCES 

http://www.biblicalparenting.org The National Center for Biblical Parenting has articles for single parents. Linda Ranson Jacobs is the Single Parent Consultant. She does single parent phone coaching. 

http://www.amfmonline.com The Association for Marriage and Family Ministry includes a single parent family team. Linda Ranson Jacobs co-chairs the Single Parent Family Ministry Team. On the single parent link one can find articles on how to minister to single parents and their children within the church. A large list of resources can be found at this link: http://www.amfmonline.com/single_parent_family_ministry.asp 

http://www.hlp4.com Healthy Loving Partnership for Our Kids has free articles for children’s pastors working with the child of divorce; articles and devotions for single parents; articles on discipline and guidance regarding the child of divorce and much more. This is Linda’s personal web site. 

http://www.dc4k.org DivorceCare for Kids, a 13-week curriculum to help churches minister to children in divorced homes. Developed by Linda Ranson Jacobs. Linda now serves as an advisor to DC4K. 


http://www.americanvalues.org/html/hardwired.html “Hardwired to Connect” a report from the nation from the Commission on Children at Risk.

http://singleparents.about.com/ About Single Parents, one of the largest sites for single parents with articles and a weekly newsletter. 

www.childtrends.org  Child Trends Research Brief, “Religious Involvement and Children’s Well-Being: What Research Tells Us (And What It Doesn’t).

http://www.aecf.org Good website for statistics in each state. You can find out what percent of children in your state live in a single parent family.

http://datacenter.kidscount.org/DataBook/2010/StateProfileSheets.aspx 
The latest findings from the Annie E. Casey Foundation to view profiles for 10 indicators of child well-being in your state and nationally.

www.heritage.org/Research/Family/BG1373.cfm  Has research on various subjects including “The Effects of Divorce on America” June 5, 2000.
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