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Where We Stand as Children 
of Divorce 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

“Our God is near for all who long for him” 

L/ The Lord be with you 
R/ And with your spirit 
 

L/Let us lift up our hearts to the Lord. 
R/We lift up our hearts to the Lord. 
 

L/ In Psalm 42, the psalmist sings a lament that also is a prayer of trust in God’s providence. His 
heart is heavy because he is far away from his homeland and from the Temple, the heart of the 
life of the Jews. 

R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ As a deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.  
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God? 
 
R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, 
    “Where is your God?” These things I remember, as I pour out my soul: how I went with the 
throng, and led them in procession to the house of God, with glad shouts and songs of 
thanksgiving, a multitude keeping festival. 

R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you disquieted within me? Hope in God; for 
I shall again praise him, my help and my God. 

R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ My soul is cast down within me; therefore I remember you from the land of Jordan and of 
Hermon, from Mount Mizar. Deep calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts; 
all your waves and your billows have gone over me. 

R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ By day the Lord commands his steadfast love, and at night his song is with me, a prayer to the 
God of my life.  I say to God, my rock, “Why have you forgotten me?” Why must I walk about 
mournfully because the enemy oppresses me?” 

R/ Hope in God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 
 



L/ As with a deadly wound in my body, my adversaries taunt me, while they say to me 
continually, “Where is your God?”  Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you 
disquieted within me? Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, my help and my God. 
 
R/ Wait for God, for I shall again praise him, my help and my God 

L/ A Reading from the Gospel according to Matthew 

R/ Glory to you, O Lord 

L/ Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened 
for you.  For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone 
who knocks, the door will be opened.  Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for 
bread, will give a stone?  Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake?  If you then, who are 
evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven 
give good things to those who ask him!  (Matthew 7:7-11) 

 

Prayer in silence… 

 

L/ Confident that God, our Father, hears all of our prayers, we pray the prayer that Jesus taught 
us.  

 

R/ Our Father who art in heaven… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Reflection 

In this session, we are taking stock of where we stand as children of divorce.   We do this 
in order to plumb the depths of our experience because we sense that something is not right. We 
are seeking a glimpse of the human heart and the fulfillment for which it longs. Naturally, 
people have different readings of their lives lived in the wake of divorce.  Some of us remain 
devastated by it in more obvious ways.  Others of us are not so visibly affected by the 
experience, and have “gotten over it.”   It may not even be so clear that there is a problem. 
Indeed some of us have become convinced of what many have told us. . . that things had to go 
the way they did and that it was “all for the better.”  

And so, when we stop to consider the impact of our parents’ divorce on our lives, we may 
at first tell ourselves that it was insignificant. From the time we were children we learned to 
successfully negotiate the complex situations in our families.  We learned to manage the 
transitions, the break-ups, the re-marriages and, perhaps, even the second divorces. Managing the 
transitions has even made some of us “stronger,”  “more resilient.”  By all measurable standards 
many of us are “successful.”  We were able to get good grades, go to college, get jobs, and even 
start families of our own.  

Question: Do I see myself reflected in these descriptions or would I describe my experience 
differently? 

Signs of a Wound 

As we enter adulthood, however, we begin to feel that even though our lives may appear 
successful on the outside, there is a deep and open wound on the inside.  We realize that the 
divorce remains a decisive moment in our lives so much so that we divide our own history into 
“before the divorce” and “after the divorce.”  

One of the ways in which the wound inside of us shows itself is in the way we think 
about and approach love −be it friendship or marriage.  Given our experience of the rift in our 
parents’ marriage, we often harbor an underlying cynicism about the goodness of things, above 
all the goodness of love, and of its promise to be “forever.”  One child of divorce said: 

“In my most desperate moments, I think to myself, ‘If my parents can get divorced, then any 
good thing can disappear’.” 

As a result of this cynicism about love, we struggle with anxiety in our friendships and 
marriages.  Another child of divorce said: 

“About marriage… part of me is always waiting for disaster to strike… I’m always waiting for 
the other shoe to drop.” 

 
From Judith Wallerstein, The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce (preface, xxii) 



 

 
This anxiety then sabotages our ability to move forward, especially when it comes to forming 
long lasting friendships.    If we do manage to “tie the knot” we often find ourselves drained of 
the energy needed to persevere.  We find that we have few spiritual and psychological resources 
for doing our part to keep things going.  In the end the underlying cynicism we have about the 
possibility of an enduring love has taken its toll. 

Question: Have I found it difficult to form or to maintain relationships? 

 

At the Heart of the Wound 

No matter how much our parents individually love us, we have lost our parents’ love 
together. As the fruit of their unity, we may question our very selves. We may wonder, “Why 
was I not worth my parents staying together? Is there something wrong with me?” At the heart of 
things, the failure of our parents’ vows hits us at the point of our very origin, and therefore of our 
identity. 

“What children grieve is not the loss of love directed toward them, but the loss of the mysterious 
and powerful community of love that existed before them and elected to invite them into 
the world.”  

Andrew Root, Children of Divorce, pg. 81 
 
Some have described the wound of divorce as existence between two separate worlds.  

“As I entered young adulthood I began to sense that growing up with parents in two different 
worlds, with me traveling between them, had shaped me in profound ways.”  

Elizabeth Marquardt, Between Two Worlds, 8-9.  

The cover of a book written for young children of divorce suggests this tellingly with a girl 
whose limbs are literally being pulled apart. (Adolph Moser, Don’t Fall Apart on Saturdays!: 
The Children’s Divorce-Survival Book).  

Others have suggested even the experience of annihilation akin to a nuclear explosion.  

 “[My parents’ divorce] split the atom of my existence straight down the middle, leaving me to 
cope with a lifetime of emotional fall-out.”  

Nicky Rowdon, “Cold War,” Humanum Spring 2012 

 

Reasons to Hesitate 

We may hesitate to examine something so painful, something which touches our identity 
so deeply.  We may also fear unsettling our parents, many of whom love us very much.  We may 



fear their rejection, or the rejection of others who minimize our “baggage.”  Above all, we may 
by skeptical, thinking that no good thing will come of this examination. 

Here is the testimony of one child of divorce who is skeptical no more! 

 

 

 

A More Original Experience 

The point of taking stock of our situation then is not so that we can wallow in self-pity or 
point fingers at our parents.  On the contrary, when we finally do recognize the deep wound 
inside us−if we haven’t already−we do this in order to be brought face to face with something 
even deeper.  Some have called this deeper thing “original experience” because it is more 
original, and more definitive than the many wounds that have been inflicted upon us and so 
“defined” us.   Some have called it the “heart” because it stands at the “core” of our being, and is 
therefore still there even if the many layers of “sediment” that have settled on top of it would 
make it appear otherwise.  This more original − more definitive − “heart” is marked by the love 
that made us.  And it begs for a truer and a more faithful love as the basis for our lives, a love 
that can counter all of our cynicism and pain.  

Ultimately, it is not our parents, and their love, that is the origin and source of our being. 
However much they were given to us to be the image of that permanent and faithful Love who is 
the source and origin of our being, they are not that source and origin.  We must not stop then at 
that image. We must, rather, follow the promptings of the “heart” and look through that broken 
image to catch a glimpse of the deeper, truer love at the heart of our being. And we must, in our 
very brokenness, beg for its fulfillment. 



God, in fact, is offering this “glimpse” right now.   In His Son He loves us with the 
profound tenderness of a father and a mother.  He is moved by our suffering.  He sees us in our 
brokenness, our misery, our struggles, and He desires to give us everything we need.  

“Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb? Even 
these may forget, yet I will not forget you.” 
Isaiah 49:15 

 
“If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will 

your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” 
Matthew 7:11 

 
This is where our recovery – the recovery of our origins, our identity - can begin. 

 

Learning to See….. 
It is a temptation to think that what has happened to us is the definitive word on love.  For 

this reason, it is important to learn to see that Love which is behind and more constant than our 
parents’ love. To see the deepest truth of things requires education and, above all, practice. It is a 
question of knowing how to pierce the surface of everyday life in order to find what is most true. 
To that end, we propose two things.  First, we propose a prayer or practice from the rich Catholic 
tradition.  Second, we propose keeping a journal as a way to gather our thoughts more 
thoroughly and consistently. We encourage you to write your thoughts down about each question 
proposed during reflection as well as any questions of your own that may have arisen. 

Here, we begin with the prayer that Jesus taught His disciples, the “Our Father.” In fact, 
the “Our Father” is the common thread of the entire program because it is the most simple and 
beautiful way to go to the heart of the need we have to recover our origins.  “In Baptism…the 
handing on (traditio) of the Lord’s Prayer signifies new birth into the divine life.  Since Christian 
prayer is our speaking to God with the very word of God, those who are ‘born anew…through 
the living and abiding word of God’ (I Pet. 1:23) learn to invoke their Father by the one word he 
always hears.  They can henceforth do so, for the seal of the Holy Spirit’s anointing is indelibly 
placed on their hearts, ears, lips, indeed their whole filial being….When the Church prays the 
Lord’s Prayer, it is always the people made up of the ‘new-born’ who pray and obtain mercy” 
(The Catechism of the Catholic Church , 2769). 

This session’s practice: pray the Our Father every day.  

Our Father who art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name. 

Thy kingdom come. 

Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. 



Give us this day our daily bread, 

And forgive us our trespasses, 

As we forgive those who trespass against us, 

And lead us not into temptation, 

But deliver us from evil. 
 


