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Children of divorcing or separating parents go through a grieving process just as much as those who lose a parent to death. Find out why it is important to help kids through this grieving period.

Usually when you think of the child of loss you automatically think death.  Have you ever thought about the child of divorce or the child of splitting cohabitating parents as a child in grief? 

“Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.” Matthew 5:4 (NIV)

To the child, it is the death of their once intact family. They experience deep grief because the living environment they once knew no longer exist but few of us realize these children are in mourning. 

“When my mom told me they were getting a divorce, I got confused. I didn’t understand what divorce was. I just knew my dad was moving out. I didn’t understand he was moving out moving out. I thought he was visiting a friend for a few weeks. I didn’t know what was going to happen to me and my sister. I was scared. I mean what was happening to our home?” A second grade boy 

Children Left Standing in the Middle

Far too often the children are left standing in the middle wondering where they belong – with mom or with dad? Or even, “do I belong anywhere?” Two parents who were one unit are now two parents going separate ways. Unlike bereavement in the death of a parent, the child of separating parents usually faces this time alone. For the most part the family support system is gone and the community of friends, religious leaders and extended family tend to distance themselves over time leaving the children to navigate this journey by themselves or with their siblings.

Many church leaders tend to think, “They still have both parents alive” why should we consider them in mourning?  Even though they still have both parents alive, they no longer have both parents living in their home. Life for them has changed forever. 

In the death of a parent, the church reaches out to console the family. This might mean bringing in food for the family. A lot of times ministers or children’s leaders will spend time talking to the children. They may talk to the child about what it means when a person dies. They talk about heaven and what that’s all about. 

They ask how the child is doing. They encourage the child to talk about the parent that has died. They may even help the child develop a memory book where pictures and journaling pages can be displayed.  Or they encourage the development of a memory box where mementos that belonged to their loved one can be stored. 

Other adults in the church and community step in and help the remaining grieving parent by taking time to care for the children. In other words everyone surrounds the grieving family. 

When parents separate it’s very rare for any one to surround the grieving family. Very few ministers take the time to sit down and talk to the child of divorce about what’s going on in the family. Even fewer explain to the child what a divorce is. Or helps them understand all those legal terms like court, judge, lawyers, child custody and child support. Do you have any idea how scary those terms are to a child?

Grieving Many Losses

Children grieve more than the loss of a parent. Due to financial restraints many splitting parents are forced to move so the children grieve the loss of friends, their school, their child care or baby sitter that will be lost in the move. They grieve the loss of their dreams. Because they have to take on a lot of new responsibilities many grieve the loss of childhood. Many grieve the loss of their church or in the least regular attendance at church as they begin the arduous journey of visiting the other parent every other weekend. 

When a parent dies we expect the child to cry. In fact we’d think it strange if a child didn’t cry at some point. When a child of divorce cries, many times we try to stop their weeping. We want to “happy up” the child. Some children need to cry and I suspect many more weep alone in their rooms late at night when no one is around. Ever thought about letting a tear drop or two fall when you see those sad eyes? It’s okay to empathize with the child and even adding a statement such as, “I’m sad for you.” Perhaps sharing with the child about a sad time in your life and how the Lord comforted you. Then in front of the child take a minute to pray and ask God to comfort the child. 

Judy Blore, a bereavement expert, in the article, “How to Help a Grieving Child” says, “Grief is an agony for anyone, any age, any maturity, any faith. Grief takes time. It is a process of letting go of something familiar and taking hold of something in the future.” 

Have you ever considered the child of divorce or separating cohabitating parents as being in agony? 

Judy also says, “Children will generally exhibit one of three behavioral responses to changes in their lives: they will act out, withdraw, or become the responsible manager of the family. Many, including myself, think that the third option is the most dangerous.”  

The same thing can be said about the child of divorce. And I agree with Judy on the third option. For the child with splitting parents who has to take on the role of manager of the family, it only gets worse with time when one or both parents start to date. Now the “manager” tries to protect younger siblings or they might become the confidant or best friend of the parent, a role that is too much of a burden on young souls. 

It takes time for these kids to process all that has happened to them. Many times while they are in the process of letting go and attempting to make sense of what the future looks like, one parent decides to get married and that changes the entire landscape of what the future looks like. Now they have to think about sharing their parent with someone else and someone that might have children.  

Jenny Funderburke in “How to Comfort a Bereaved Child” (www.Ministry-To-Children.com) states that we need to be honest. “Kids will have lots of questions. And they will likely ask questions that no one else wants to and questions that don’t have easy answers. Answer as honestly as possible. Of course, keep age appropriateness in mind, but lying or padding the truth will only cause more harm in the future.”

This is also true for the child with splitting parents. Unlike the child of grief though, these children clam up for fear of hurting one or both of their parents.

How You Can Help

It is good to encourage children of divorce to talk about what’s going on in their lives. Ask them what happened last weekend when they went to the other parent’s home. Ask them what they think about their parent dating. This is strange territory for many of us but it needs to be discussed. You shouldn't give your opinion but allow the child to know you care about what they are feeling. 

Encourage the child to gather their pictures of the happier times when both parents lived together. Place these pictures in an album or in frames for their bedrooms. This is the child’s heritage and they need to remember these happy times. For my own children I took the pictures we had of their dad, framed them and put them in their rooms. That kept their dad close to them. We also took pictures of his childhood and old school pictures and put them in wallets that they could carry around with them. Each of my children kept mementos of things they had collected when with their dad and kept them in a special drawer in their rooms. For children that have to move, then purchase a small treasure box or decorate a school box and give it to them for their mementos. 

Romans 12:15b “Mourn with those whose mourn” (NIV)

Jenny Funderburke encourages counseling. She says she, “I am a big fan of having someone else walk alongside such a critical time in a child’s life.  Counseling is not a sign that the family can’t help a child.  It is a sign of great love and dedication to that child.”  This holds true for children experiencing the death of their family. It might not need to be counseling, as many single parents can’t afford counseling, but they do need someone to walk alongside them. Or consider starting a children’s support group such as DivorceCare for Kids (www.dc4k.org)  or finding such a group in another church and encouraging the parent to take their child to that group. 

Matthew 9:36 “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them because they were harassed and helpless like a sheep without a shepherd.” (NIV)

Perhaps it’s time for you to clarify your ministry and mission to these hurting children of divorce and cohabitating parents. You may be the only one that holds the key to the kingdom for these children. 
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