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Most problems facing young people today are due in large part to our failure to meet the children's most basic human need for connectedness.
When parents divorce, children are more likely to lose their connections with those around them. Many of us in the Christian world have known that children are born to connect. We have observed and watched as children become disconnected. Many problems facing young people today are due in large part to our failure to meet the children's most basic human need for connectedness.

Rituals help children connect with you, the leaders. Rituals bond relationships together. Divorce brings many changes to the child. The child loses the two-parent home and access to both parents under the same roof. The children may experience the loss of their self-esteem and their sense of well-being. They may lose a lifestyle. They lose their things, and some even lose the home they have always known. Children may attach themselves to their things, and then when those things disappear, the children get confused. Things and possessions bring a sense of comfort, control and a sense of order to a child's life. One such young child was a little boy we'll call Sam. (Name changed to protect the child.) Here is Sam's story.

Sam was 4years old when his mom met and married a man she had only known for a short period of time. Sam's birth dad had died when he was very young. Sam didn't remember his dad. His mother and he had always lived with his grandmother. In a short period of time Sam 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. Sam began going to a home daycare. 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 Sam, his mom, his new baby sister and the new dad moved back close to the grandmother. Sam's mom enrolled him in the kindergarten of the original child care. The kindergarten class and extended care were in another location than they were before. 

One snowy night Sam and I were waiting for his mother to pick him up. It was just Sam and I sitting alone watching the snow. We were sitting in rocking chairs looking out the window. Sam 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 daycare 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 backyard 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. His treasures were connections to his life.

Connecting through rituals

With the divorce rate, our families have only gotten weaker. While we may not be able to stop the divorce rate immediately, we can assist the children and go to battle for them in this world of confusion. We can make the children stronger by connecting with them. 

The following information is adapted from the book Rituals for Our Times by Evan Imber-Black, Ph.D., and Janine Roberts, Ed.D.  

What are rituals?

• Rituals are points of connections. Rituals usually involve the performance of actions or procedures in a set, ordered and even ceremonial way. 

• They are social interactions that are repeated, coordinated and significant. Rituals can be daily interactions or they could be once a year, but they're repeated. They are coordinated.

• You have to know what's expected of you and when to show up for it.

• Rituals offer opportunities to make meaning from the familiar and the mysterious at the same time. An example is symbols and actions such as a birthday cake and the blowing out of the candles, or exchanging rings and saying vows at weddings.

Many parts of rituals in our society are well known to all of us; the birthday cake is a good example. These points of familiarity provide us with anchors or foundations and help us transition into the up and coming unknown events, such as getting a year older or becoming a married person.

Rituals give us an opportunity to stop and reflect on life's transitions. They allow us to use the familiar habits developed, such as blowing out the candles, while at the same time they allow us to mix in the intrigue of the mysterious, such as making a wish and wondering if it will come true.

Examples of rituals

Children can come to rely on rituals. Here are some examples of rituals children have developed on their own:

• Bedtime stories.

• A dad giving his son a high five each morning. 

• Special hug such as a big bear hug or a "bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck" hug. (This is the hug I always gave my children at bedtime. I would sing, "I love you, a bushel and a peck, a bushel and a peck and a hug around the neck. A hug around the neck!" and the hug would go on for several seconds.)

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

• Special waves can be used as rituals also, such as a hand under the chin with four fingers waving.  

In my own family when my niece was a preschooler, we taught her to put her hand under her chin and wave with her fingers. Sounds silly now. About a year ago when my grandson was four, we 

found out his parents were being transferred to England. I took my grandson to see our relatives, and when we left, my forty-two-year-old niece had her hand under her chin waving. It was an act I hadn't thought about in years, but to her it was a point of connection.

Funny sayings can be used for arriving and departing rituals. An example is "Home again, home again, rig-a-jig-jig." 

When I was growing up, every time we pulled into the driveway my dad would say, "Home again, home again, rig-a-jig-jig." Without realizing it, I said the same thing to my own children. Right after 911 happened, I had to go and get my grandson and bring him to my house. It was a five-hour drive to my house from where they lived. He was two years old at the time. When we pulled into my driveway, I heard this little tiny voice from the backseat say, "Home again, home again, rig-a-jig-jig. To market, to market to buy a fat pig." I turned around to see the biggest smile on Gage's face. We then repeated it together. This was a soothing point of connection for both of us. My daughter purposely had taught her own son this ritual.     

Rituals and the child of divorce

In the book Rituals for Our Times, the authors state, "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." 

But why do rituals need to be replaced for the child of divorce? Rituals are a living history. They are part of our family's living history. Children of divorce lose their family's living history or in the least that history is altered. Children need to create rituals they can pass on to their children. 

Dr. Becky Bailey who wrote Conscious Discipline  says, “Rituals are the emotional glue that holds relationships together.” 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. 

She also says that rituals soothe the lower centers of our brain. That 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 aim for rituals, as far as children are concerned, 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. Predictability lends itself to security. Routines also lend themselves to security in the child's life. But unlike routines, 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 are losing the ability to explore and take part in rituals. To our children today, rituals are quickly becoming a lost art.

Our world and our culture are changing. Because so many children are growing up in divorced homes, in single parent homes, in blended families, it may be too painful to take part in remembering childhood rituals. "The simple act of remembering a ritual from childhood may put them in touch with many difficult, unresolved or painful family issues" (Adapted from Rituals for Our Times, p. 8). A single parent may be 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. 

Healthy vs. unhealthy rituals

First of all realize that "Rituals are not routines. Rituals have connection as their goal" (Dr. Becky Bailey, Conscious Discipline, p. 61). Children naturally delight in rituals, and they are drawn to them. 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 Times<, pp. 95, 97). 

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 parents 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.

After learning about this concept, I got an email from a lady who has young teenage children and she works with the youth in her church. She said at first the idea of establishing rituals didn't make that much sense to her, but then she thought about a child she knows. She wrote,

"This is interesting about children creating unhealthy rituals if they do not have healthy rituals in place. My daughter has a friend whose parents divorced about five or six years ago and the parents are still extremely hostile to each other. The dad remarried a really young woman and had a new baby with her a couple years ago. The dad doesn't seem to care whether his fourteen-year-old daughter is home or not or that she now has all Fs when she used to be an A student. The mother is off drugs and alcohol but is extremely unfit for motherhood.

       "Meanwhile, the girl now has obsessive compulsive behaviors where she can't function at school. For instance, when given a written test, she can't even begin to take the test until she has gone through a series of rituals such as outlining her name at the top of the page again and again and again, and many other odd rituals on the page. She is a sweet-natured girl.

“I hadn't really thought about the fact that unhealthy rituals could occur if healthy rituals weren't in place."

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 what 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? Each time they say hello to one parent, it means saying good-bye to the other.

Here are some ways to explore reaching out through rituals.

Greeting rituals

Think about developing rituals within your various church classes. 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 are not aware of them. Look around and see if you can 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?'" This was what happened with my own son and a man at our church. 

While this might not seem like a big deal to you or even a ritual, but to my ten-year-old boy, it was a big deal. This was a point of connection. Mr. Harmon was a good friend of our family before the divorce. This ritual said to the Brian that this man still accepted him and cared for him even though his dad had left. It impacted this my son in a way that I couldn’t.

Good-bye rituals

Another good time to create a ritual is a closing ritual for children in your services. 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 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 who preached or the worship leader.

Birthday rituals
As church leaders you might consider a special birthday breakfast. Take the child and parent out for breakfast or a bagel. Make a point to send a birthday card. Realize that birthdays for the child of divorce can be a very stressful event.

Birthday Dilemma: Let's go back to the birthday celebration. 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 and leave the child wondering if dad will call or come by or if he has 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.

I knew this child who was turning five 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 years old. He had his sixth birthday with his mom and grandmother and family. Then on Sunday he had his seventh birthday party with his dad and his dad's new girlfriend. 

Holidays
Remember single parent 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. Do you 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?

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.

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

In the Bible many of Paul's and Peter's letters began with

"Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." (1 Corinthians 1:3; 2 Corinthians 1:2; Ephesians 1:2; Colossians 1:2; 1 Peter 1:2).

And many of their letters close with the word greet: "Greet all the saints in Christ Jesus" and "The brothers with me send their greetings." 

We don't know how people in the Bible connected. We do know that the prophets in the Old Testament and the apostles and disciples in the New Testament connected. We can only glean 

from study and from reading each situation what rituals they must have used to allow them to connect on such a personal and intimate way with each other. But they did connect.

As we end, let me share one other gesture that was given in the New Testament in 2 Corinthians 13:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:26 and 1 Peter 5:14:

"Greet one another with a holy kiss."
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