Personal Healing for Women after Divorce

By Patricia Bertschler, PCC
Gail Sheehy calls them passages.  Erik Erikson labels them crises.  Whatever label we attach to these life-altering experiences, certain tasks need to be accomplished as women transition from one phase of life to the next.  

For divorcing women, changes can involve feeling like a single parent, financial struggles, awkwardness with those who were friends with both you and your ex, feeling like you’re in a “good-cop/ bad-cop” movie playing the role of the enforcer with the children, and perhaps the new reality of having to make decisions that were once shared with a partner.
Women are notorious caregivers!  We care for kids, aging parents, colleagues, and pets.  

We help at school, and at church; we chauffer.  We dispense food, meds, advice, money, clean clothes.  And of course, we care for our friends.  

In fact, take a moment to make a list of 3-5 close friends. (Pause to think!) 

Did you put yourself on the list? Experts on caregiving for everyone else on earth, many of us fail to apply similar caregiving behaviors to ourselves that we lavish on others.

I’d be remiss not mentioning healthy eating, exercise, relaxation, and adequate sleep about which we’ve heard ad nauseam.  If you aren’t doing all that, start now.  (Sorry if you’re at Starbucks slurping a latte and munching on a blueberry muffin.)  

Let’s “check up” at a deeper level.  

The Art of Saying No.  Ronna Lichtenberg, CEO of Clear Peak Communication, discusses “good no’s” and “bad no’s.  A “bad no” is delivered without care for another’s feelings and without diplomacy.  It has an attitude.  “Will you please help me carry this heavy box?”  “Heck no.  That’s the janitor’s job.  Ask him.”

The “good no” is delivered with minimal damage or hurt.  “Thanks for asking me to chair the fundraiser.  I’m so flattered you asked.  This year I need to decline due to other commitments.”   

The Joy of Saying Yes.  If I say no with regularity, I might consider the flip side of the coin.  Saying yes means opening myself to others—events, contacts, experiences, memories, life moments that enrich me.   We multi-taskers are all swamped!  But this life is not dress rehearsal.  Take time for opportunities to help another, to enjoy time with friends, to volunteer for a charity.   Sometimes, we need to get out of ourselves and our routines and say yes to life’s optional invitations.  As a divorced woman, you will know when it’s time to break out of the shell you may be in.
The Gift of Forgiveness.  Why do women hang onto grudges longer than men?  Largely because of our conditioning from childhood according to psychologist, Patricia Heim.  Boys play sports with someone in charge who calls the shots.  One team wins; the other loses.  Then they play again tomorrow.  Girls, on the other hand, play games that never end:  house, school, hospital.  We take turns being in charge, because we like to keep things even-steven.   Girls play process-oriented games; boys play goal-oriented games.  

Growing into adulthood, this imprinting (part of it societal, part of it hard-wired by virtue of being male or female) carries itself into our personal and professional lives.  Men can argue at work and afterwards go for a drink together.  Women have an argument at work, and not only do we not go for a drink, but we don’t speak to each other for months, we talk about the other to as many as will listen, and God forbid we should forgive each other.  

I write in generalities and know that many women practice forgiveness.  In my counseling practice, however, I’ve worked with hundreds of women who suffer from inability to forgive others for past hurts.   They cling to unmet expectations of what should have happened but did not.   In our mediation practice, we often quote R.L. Bollings, “Abandon all hope of a better past.”  Easier said than done, but not impossible.

Psychologist, Robert Karen, writes in O Magazine (May, 2003) that “…A grudge is a kind of clinging, and when we hold a grudge against a parent” (or ex-husband, for example), “we are clinging not simply to the parent but to the bad part of the parent…. Even if the grievousness of the wrong is never…atoned for, we may want to feel our way back to a caring place.  It’s the place we’d rather live.”  Give and receive the gift of forgiveness.  

Practice the 5 P’s.    

Pray. In whatever form, make it part of the rhythm of the day—5-15 minutes in contemplation, a quiet cup of tea with God, or thank you’s through the day.  A few years ago, radio deejay, Larry Morrow, said on-air that when he drives home, he doesn’t turn on the radio.  The stillness is his time to pray during drive time.  Since then, every time I turn off my radio, my thoughts immediately turn to God.  Thanks, Larry.


In Psalm 22, David writes, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?   Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?”  Some days we wake up feeling just as David did!  Other days, we can turn to David’s Psalm 23 and be comforted knowing “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…  He leads me beside the still waters; he restores my soul.”  No matter what your mood, pray.  
Play.    Sometimes I say “Relaxing makes me nervous!”  It’s because I need more play time.  Work will remain, and as I am oft reminded, “Who ever lay on her deathbed saying, ‘I wish I’d spent more time at the office?’ ” Even Jesus came apart and rested a while (Mark 6: 31).
Practice the Platinum Rule.  “Do unto others as THEY would have it done unto them.”  The Golden Rule is still wonderful—Do unto others as you would have it done unto you.  But what I need may not meet the needs of those I’m helping.  Learn what the other wants/needs first, and then offer help.  This applies especially when interacting with people from different cultures, races, religions… or those who have hurt me—even a former spouse!
Peacemaker:  Be One.  It has been said, “Peace is not a season; it is a way of life.”  It may take a lifetime of practice, but it is worth the effort especially in light of the world in which we live.  
You may still feel angry, hurt, resentful, and even vengeful toward your ex.  Children are masters at sensing our feelings, even though we think we hide them well.  Being a peacemaker is not for the namby-pamby.  

What can a parent do?  Lots.  Research shows that the two factors most affecting child’s behaviors in a divorce are 1) the quality of parenting and 2) the amount of parental conflict to which the child is exposed. Wasson and Hefner (2002), Ahrons, (1994), Teyber (2001).  

Parents need to be consistent, respectful, and aware of the affect on the child.  Parents are cautioned not to become “best friends” with their children.  A friendly, strong parent is what is needed.  

Despite the pain that adults may be in, they need to take into consideration—daily—where there children may be emotionally.  Kids will not usually let their parents know.  Mom and Dad need to ask.  For example, mom might say, “If I were in your shoes, Tommy, I might be feeling sad that Daddy isn’t with us for supper and bedtime any more.  Is that how you feel?  Tell me about it.”  

Avoiding parental conflict includes not only blatant arguments and name-calling, but rolling your eyes when the other speaks, sarcastic tone of voice, lack of kindness, and even keeping silent (even if your intention is to avoid saying anything negative in front of your children).  Silence is just as chilling, sometimes more so, than actual arguments.  
Children sense all of this, and when they leave to spend time with the other parent, they walk out feeling sad, angry, hurt or lonely, anything but peaceful.

Once the marriage ends, there is little to do to correct past history.   Yet, parents have tremendous influence on how their children will get through this painful adjustment of moving form a nuclear to a binuclear family in two households.  As President Kennedy once said, ‘Our task now is not to fix the blame for the past, but to fix the course for the future.”  

About eight days after Jesus’ Resurrection, he popped in on the Apostles still cowering in the upper room and said, “Peace be with you” (John 20: 21).  Of all the greetings Jesus could have said, this is the one he chose.  We can choose it, too.  Remember, Jesus died first; then he rose.  Then he offered peace.  It will take some grit, but it is possible to be a peacemaker in the family during and after the divorce.
Plan for Outside Assistance.   St. Paul writes in Romans 5: 3-4, “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope.”  It almost makes suffering sound wonderful! Anything that produces character can’t be easy.  Before we get to the hope stage, we’ll have our share of blood, sweat and tears.  So…put your name on your list of closest friends.  Take care of yourself and ask help through this life transition the same way you would spring to the aid of your best friend.  
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