Surviving Divorce: The Grieving Process
The first step of the process is feeling the pain
Maxine B. Cohen, M.F.T.

There are five stages to work through. These stages are not linear; you do not start at the first and progress through them in an orderly fashion. You cycle back and forth, and you can be in more than one stage at the same time. This can be exceedingly crazy making, especially since the grieving process can take up to two years. You need to give yourself permission to take the time to fully grieve. 

In the initial stage, there is shock and denial. People can neither believe nor cope with the enormity of what is happening. The changes that will so greatly effect their daily living have not yet occurred, so they cling to familiar habits. To the extent possible, they keep their daily routine just as it always was. This brings comfort and a false sense of security. It allows them to protect themselves for a while from the knowledge that life is going to be very different very soon and it allows them to function at a time when the feelings may otherwise be too scary. This is okay; denial is not unhealthy provided it doesn't go on for too long. 

Feelings of anger characterize the next stage. People can be angry that their spouse has failed them, that they have failed themselves by betraying their own values, and that society and the mass media have hoodwinked them into believing a fantasy. If not acted out in a destructive way, feelings of anger can be useful. They help you begin to let go and put emotional distance between you and your spouse. This heralds an important psychological shift away from thinking of yourself as a twosome. You begin to think as one and to focus on what is good for you which is what needs to occur in order for you to build a new life for yourself. 

Then there are the feelings of ambivalence which are the hallmark of divorce. The path from the event of the separation to the final dissolution is rarely straight. Typically, it is a back and forth process with roller coaster emotions ranging from high to low and back again. This can be especially crazy making because it is scary and people feel out of control. Should we get back together? Should we stay apart? Are the changes your spouse has made lasting and will they be enough to allow the marriage to go on? Studies show that no matter how bad the marriage was, most people feel a persistent attachment to their former spouse. 

Next comes depression. The feelings of loss and fear can be extreme but they serve a
key purpose. They are emotions turned in on the Self. They force you to look at yourself, to face the aloneness, to confront the type of relationship you both created in the marriage, and to take responsibility for your part and stop laying all the blame on your spouse. This is the part of the journey where there is the most growth, if you allow it. 

After you have been able to express your feelings and grieve, you may come to the ending with a sense of quiet expectation. The future may be uncertain but the trust in yourself that you have gained from having made it through the passage will give you a growing sense of confidence in your ability to create the life you want for yourself (and your children). 

The second phase of the journey is the process of recovery. 

Recovery involves rebuilding self-esteem. Regardless of who left whom, feelings of self- worth are at an all-time low. The many changes that have and are taking place force you to develop new areas of yourself quickly as a means of survival. Low self-worth--feeling inadequate and undesirable--can make it hard for you to function. But if you can face and rise to each challenge as it occurs, slowly but surely you will rebuild your sense of competence as a person and learn to trust that the person you are becoming can be relied on to come through. 

As you feel better about yourself, it is time to begin to rebuild your social network. It seems to be a common experience that many married friendships do not survive divorce. So you need to find new people whose company you enjoy and who have similar needs in terms of time and activities. You can meet people anywhere you go; simply be truly open to it. When you are ready, you can join single groups which are abundant through the churches and in the community. The only criterion for friendship is whether or not you enjoy the person's company. 

This is not a good time to become involved in another committed love relationship. The majority of people exit their marriages with a wounded heart which prevents them from trusting in a new relationship. Until your heart is more healed, you will stay emotionally distant as protection and will not allow yourself to get close. This is not a good way to make a relationship work and you don't need another devastating emotional experience right now. 

Another task along the road to recovery is learning to love yourself. Loving yourself means that you know yourself well enough to be aware of who you are, i.e. your thoughts and feelings in the moment, no judgment attached. By our very nature as human beings, we are imperfect and yet each of us wants to be loved and accepted unconditionally. Your capacity to be loving to others is closely related to your capacity to be loving to yourself, so what you do not accept in yourself, you will not accept in a partner. For example, if you are afraid of your own sad and hurt feelings, it is likely that you will reject your partner's feelings when s/he is sad or hurt. 

The final stage of recovery is singleness. If you have paid attention and worked hard, you may arrive at a place where you are comfortable with being single. This means that you're able to be alone with yourself without feeling lonely. Now you can choose to go Out rather than being propelled to go out from a need not to be alone. This is a time when you can solidify the many internal changes that have taken place as a result of the external changes. This is a time when you can get to know yourself and build a new identity as a single person which will guide you in making healthier, more loving choices for yourself in the future. 

In closing, I'd like to suggest some books that may be helpful. Rebuilding: When Your Relationships Ends by Bruce Fisher is a good one. So is Crazy Time: Surviving Divorce by Abigail Trafford. 

