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Editor’s Note: This article was originally published on Ministry-to-Children.com in the Summer of 2011.  It has 
been updated and revised with new information for publishing here on DivorceMinistry4Kids.com.  We hope that 
you find it useful. 

You might be surprised to find out that the divorce rate 
in the United States is actually decreasing and has been 
since it reached its high point in the early 1980s. 
Despite the relatively small decrease, it is still an 
epidemic. Recent studies show that the projected 
divorce rate for first marriages in this country is 
approximately 43%. For second marriages, that rate 
shoots up to 60%. Indeed, while the decrease in the 
rate of divorce is a good thing, it is driven primarily by 
an increase in cohabitation and failure to marry rather 
than a “real” decrease in divorce. 

You might think, given the Biblical mandates on 
divorce, that divorce rates in the church would be 

much lower than those in the general population. Unfortunately, that is not true! According to a Barna study 
done in 2004: 

Although many Christian churches attempt to dissuade congregants from getting a divorce, the 
research confirmed a finding identified by Barna a decade ago (and further confirmed through 
tracking studies conducted each year since): born again Christians have the same likelihood of 
divorce as do non-Christians. 

There is no denying that as a society, we have become much more accepting of divorce. In a recent study by the 
Pew Research forum, they found that: 

Asked to consider two views about divorce, a majority of the general public chooses “divorce is 
painful, but preferable to maintaining an unhappy marriage” over the view that “divorce should 
be avoided except in an extreme situation” (58% to 38%). 

In a society that values the “happiness” and “rights” of parents, what is often lost in the discussion is the 
devastating impact that divorce has on children. In her book Between Two Worlds: The Inner Lives of Children 
of Divorce, revealing the results of her groundbreaking study on the children of divorce, Elizabeth Marquardt 
cuts to the chase: 

You will find only a few books on divorced families, at least in proportion to the number of 
divorced families in this country, and most of them are upbeat guides on how to divorce rather 
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than in-depth looks at the lives of divorced children. Strangely, our culture seems only too happy 
to talk about dysfunctional intact families – to point fingers at all the ways married parents can 
mess up with their children – but it falls silent about divorce because no one wants to make 
divorced parents feel bad. 

Consider that half of the children in America today will live through the divorce of their parents. Of that 50%, 
half of those children will see the dissolution of their parents’ second marriage as well. Since roughly 1972, over 
1 million children each year have experienced the divorce of their parents. By 2008, 3 out of every 10 minor 
children were living in a single-parent home (Note: this does not include children of divorce whose parents had 
remarried). Recent studies show that divorce rates in rural America are now just as high as those in suburban 
and urban America. The point is, there is no doubt that children of divorce are not only present but prevalent in 
your children’s ministries. It is our job to minister to these kids, and part of that process is understanding what 
they are going through. 

It is time that we engaged in the conversation. The impact of divorce on children can no longer be ignored, and 
as those in children’s ministry who are called to minister to the needs of these children, it is time that we 
stepped up to the plate and did something about it. Consider the following additional finding from Ms. 
Marquardt’s study: 

Of those grown children of divorce who were active in a church at the time of their parents’ 
divorce, two-thirds said that no one from the clergy or congregation reached out to them at that 
time. 

And that includes children who were too young to remember.  When they are eliminated from the equation, 
nearly 75% of those who were old enough to remember stated that no-one from the clergy or congregation 
reached out to them.  As a church, we have largely failed these kids. That is not true of every local church, but it 
is true of many. We have turned a blind eye to the special needs of these children because we were unaware of 
the issue, unwilling to address it or afraid that somehow ministering to these children will be construed as 
condoning the act of divorce itself. It is high time that we got past these fears and insecurities and got about the 
business of ministering to God’s children. These kids are as important to God as any others. We serve a God who 
“binds up the brokenhearted.” It is time that we acted as his hands and feet to these kids who natural support 
systems (their families) have imploded at a time when they need them the most. It is time that the church 
stepped in, in whatever way that we can, to fill that void. 

While each child is clearly unique, and each divorce is unique, there are some common emotions and reaction 
that many children of divorce share. A comprehensive list is beyond the scope of this article (and quite possibly 
impossible to compile), but here are some things that you as a children’s minister should be aware of in 
ministering to children of divorce: 
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 Children of divorce are always missing someone. Kids love their parents and generally don’t understand 
why they can’t get along. When they are with mom, they miss dad and vice versa. This will continue for 
their entire childhood, and likely beyond. 

 Divorce shatters a child’s foundation. Everything they have believed in and everything that they have 
counted on shatters in an instant. They begin to question (throughout their childhood) all aspects of 
their lives. 

 To a child, divorce is not a single event. It is a trigger that changes their lives forever and which they may 
never fully recover from. 

 Children who spend time in different homes with two different families often report that they feel like 
two different people depending on where they are staying.  They end up feeling like both and insider 
and an outsider at both homes. 

 The rituals that a child has become accustomed to are often shattered during a divorce. Children desire 
ritual, and they are likely to replace these lost rituals with unhealthy ones if healthy alternatives are not 
provided. 

 Younger children are likely to regress in their behavior as their parents move through the divorce 
process. 

 Divorce is something that children need to grieve. However, their grief does not move along a straight 
line. Instead, many children are likely to re-experience the grief of their parents’ divorce as they move 
through each developmental stage. 

 Many children experience the loss of childhood going through a divorce as they are expected to take on 
many more adult responsibilities. 

 Many children of divorce start to tackle deep spiritual questions earlier in life than those from intact 
homes. They are faced with questions like, “Why did God let this happen to my family?” and “Why 
didn’t God answer my prayer for my parents to get back together?” 

 Some of the common emotional responses of children of divorce include: 
 Anger 
 Aggressiveness 
 Anxiety 
 Confusion 
 Denial 
 Depression 
 Loss of Control 
 Resentment 
 Sadness 
 Guilt 
 Fear 
 Stress 
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 Children can manifest the feelings they have about the divorce in any number of ways. These include: 
 Acting out 
 Pretending everything is fine 
 Withdrawal 
 Complaining 
 Attitude and discipline problems 
 Self-destructive behaviors 
 Being clingy 
 

There is much that we, as the church, need to do to minister to this oft-neglected mission field of Children of 
Divorce. This article is all about the first step – getting the conversation started! 
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