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Relationship breakdown has the potential to impact 
every single part of someone’s life – finances, mental 
health, parenting and employment. Whether it’s divorce, 
separation, or the ending of a long-term relationship, 
the pain and upheaval can be immense. 

Sadly, the Church is not immune to this, and you may 
be concerned about someone you know in your church, 
toddler group, Messy Church or other settings who is 
going through a separation or divorce.

The purpose of this guide is to give insight into the 
needs of those going through divorce and separation 
and an awareness of the issues they face. We hope it will 
equip you with greater understanding and confidence in 
knowing how to help. 

Jess Hills 
Marriage Support Manager

Introduction

2



3

‘I am exhausted mentally and 
physically from trying to hold  
it all together. My family live  
100 miles away and cannot help.’



Within this booklet, you will find information 
about common situations experienced by 
those facing divorce or separation, along with 
case studies and practical advice about how to 
support couples and families well. 

We recognise that the issues of separation, divorce 
and remarriage are complex ones, which may bring 
with them a range of theological concerns. Through 
our work at Care for the Family, we have come across 
countless single parents who have mentioned the 
impact that the Church has had on them, for good or 
for ill. By putting our convictions about the rights and 
wrongs of the situations to one side, we are able to 
offer love and support to those who need it. 

In putting this together, we want to emphasise the 
vital importance of exploring every possible path to 
reconciliation where appropriate. While we recognise 
that it’s not possible (or even desirable in cases of 
abuse) to save every marriage, churches have a unique 
opportunity to come alongside couples who are 
struggling and to support them as they work on their 
relationship. With the right support and investment, 
there will be many marriages that can be saved. 
In most cases, divorce and separation are deeply 
distressing and painful, and the ripple effects span 
wide, especially in the church community.

Do remember that you are not their only source of 
support. Always signpost to the most appropriate 
professionals if you are at all concerned. Our 
signposting page gives a whole range of organisations 
that can help.

About this guide
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It is important to state that not everything 
in this guide will be suitable for couples 
where domestic abuse has been a 
factor. There will be additional barriers, 
difficulties and safety concerns for victims 
of domestic abuse and sexual violence 
in many areas including (but not limited 
to) parenting, legal procedures, finances, 
housing, physical safety and mental 
health. Further information can be found 
in the later pages of this guide. 

108,421
In 2019, there were 

The average overall 
divorce rate in England 
and Wales is 33.3% 1

divorces in England and Wales 

33.3%

1nimblefins.co.uk
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The feelings associated with divorce or 
separation are vast and varied. While it 
would be easy to assume that sadness 
would be the most common emotion when 
facing the breakdown of a relationship, it’s 
important to remember that feelings such as 
relief and gratitude may be just as real, for 
those whose relationships have been difficult 
or traumatic. These feelings of relief may 
bring with them a sense of guilt or shame, 
especially if they are a Christian. Individuals 
may experience a mixture of emotions all at 
once – feeling both sad and relieved that the 
relationship has ended. There may also be a 
sense of guilt on the part of the partner who 
made the decision to end the marriage or 
had an affair, for example. 

When someone is in the midst of separation 
or divorce, they are likely to be losing most, 
if not all, of the following things:

Their partner in building memories

Their dreams of growing old together

Their support in facing life’s challenges

Their companion to weddings, parties 
and other celebrations 

Their helper who always knew how to 
unblock the sink, handle finances or 
remember birthdays

Their lover and closest confidant

Their best friend

Understanding how it feels

As they are losing their relationship, they 
may also be losing:

The chance to share family memories

Financial and housing security 

Consistent contact with their children

Their in-laws and other family members 
(who may be on their ex-partner’s side)

Traditions and family jokes 

Friendships that they held as a couple

A large proportion of their support system

The opportunity to have children in that 
relationship

‘The divorce was 
difficult. I didn’t get any 
support from my church 
at the time; I just felt 
they blamed me for ‘not 
trying’ hard enough. I 
felt a failure and isolated 
because people seemed 
to feel awkward around 
me. It led me to leave 
the church and go 
where my past was not 
so readily known.’

Accepting that the relationship that you thought would last 
forever has come to an end can be one of the most difficult things 
that a person can go through, and how someone reacts and 
responds to this will be unique to them and their situation. 
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‘My ex had an affair. 
I’m left picking up  
the pieces.’

The five stages of grief is a theory 
developed in 1969 by psychiatrist 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. Although originally 
meant as a guide to help people with 
terminal illness face their own death, she 
developed the theory in The Five Stages 
of Grief with co-author David Kessler as 
a way of thinking about grief in general. 
Its core concept is also relevant to other 
losses such as divorce and separation, and 
in this context, one or both partners may 
experience it.

It’s important to remember that we are 
all unique and therefore the time spent in 
each of these stages will differ hugely from 
person to person. Some people will move 
through each stage in the order shown, 
while others may experience a certain 

stage more than once and in different 
orders. This cycle is not intended as a linear 
prescription, but simply a guide to help us 
understand what someone may be feeling.

Denial/shock 
In this stage, someone experiencing 
separation or divorce may find 
themselves feeling numb or have difficulty 
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acknowledging what is happening. These 
feelings may protect them from the pain of 
the situation. 

Anger 
Entering this stage is likely to happen as 
the effects of denial and shock wear off. 
Anger can be the mechanism for deflecting 
the intense emotions that take their place, 
such as pain, hurt and fear. 

Bargaining 
This stage can be an attempt to gain control 
over what may feel like out-of-control 
circumstances. It may take the form of 
asking questions such as, ‘If only I had 
noticed his behaviour earlier’ or, ‘Could we 
have saved our marriage if I had agreed to 
counselling?’ There may be a fear of being 
alone which leads to attempts to save a 
relationship even when the other person is 
not interested in doing so.

The bargaining stage can be useful when 
there is a chance that the relationship can 
be saved. 

Depression/sadness
While this stage is a very normal and 
necessary part of grieving the loss of 
a relationship, it can be an incredibly 
difficult one. With the realisation of the 
loss of a relationship can come intense 
sadness and possibly also regret. 

Acceptance
In this stage there can be an 
acknowledgement of the reality of 
separation or divorce and an embracing of 
the readiness to move forward. This is not 
a stage of celebration but a commitment 
to forging a new life. 

The loss of a relationship will feel different 
to every person that experiences it. There 
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are countless emotions that can be felt 
and situations that can be experienced. 
While showing sympathy (acknowledging 
that they are going through an emotional 
or physical struggle, supporting them 
and giving them comfort) can be a helpful 
starting point, it’s showing empathy (feeling 
the pain with them) that will always have 
the biggest impact. We may or may not 
have experienced what they are going 
through, but we can choose to feel what 
they’re feeling and walk alongside them. 

There is no textbook case when it comes 
to experiencing divorce and separation 
and this also applies to the impact 
that relationship breakdown has on an 
individual’s faith. Just as people will 
experience different feelings, emotions, 
reactions and responses, so will the 
impact on their faith vary. Some may 
find that their faith is shaken as they ask 
questions about where God is amongst 
the pain or why he would allow this 

‘The church really let me 
down in the process. I 
sought help in the church 
and wasn’t properly 
listened to but instead 
preached at. Their 
hearts were in the right 
place but they had no 
understanding.’

 → Remember that everyone’s experience 
is different and that when it comes to 
offering support and pastoral care, one 
size does not fit all. 

 → Ask if there is any particular support 
that would be helpful at this time.

to happen. Others may find their faith 
strengthened during this time and an 
increased reliance on their relationship 
with Jesus. We may not have all the 
answers, or any at all, but finding non-
judgemental and consistent love and 
support in the Church will be key for those 
on the challenging journey of rebuilding 
their lives following divorce or separation. 

 → Help them to understand the different 
emotions they may be feeling and 
assure them it’s normal to feel this way.

 → Offer practical help like cooked meals 
or activities for children.

 → Signpost to other organisations that 
can provide help and support.

How the church can help
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Time and focus can be eaten up by legal 
processes, managing finances, securing 
housing, supporting children, managing 
health concerns and so much more. While 
feelings of loneliness may creep in from the 
offset, it’s also likely that the initial time 
spent in survival mode may mask those 
feelings, only for them to hit like a train 
when things begin to settle. Those who 
didn’t initially feel lonely may find those 
feelings coming out of nowhere as this ‘new 
normal’ begins to settle. 

Adjusting to life as a single person will be an 
enormous undertaking for anyone leaving 
a long-term relationship. Imagine spending 
many years going to bed and waking up 
next to the same person. Although this 
may not be something that we pay much 
attention to, it becomes our normal and 
maybe even something that we take for 
granted. How would it feel to suddenly 
wake up alone? How would it  feel to get 
into a bed that you once shared with the 
person with whom you’d built your life?

Loneliness and adjusting 
to life as a single person

The rise of social media has connected us 
in ways like never before. The world has 
become a smaller place, we’ve been able to 
reconnect with people who we hadn’t heard 
from in years and we’ve been able to see life 
updates from loved ones living thousands 
of miles away. But for all its blessings and 
benefits, social media has its downsides 
and challenges too. Imagine seeing a photo 
of your ex-partner at a friend’s party or 
comments from your children about your 
ex-partner’s new spouse. How easy could it 
be in a moment of pain to look through the 
life updates of someone who was once the 
most valuable person in your life and feel 
forgotten, insignificant and alone?

For those who have been married or in 
a long-term relationship for many years, 
remembering a time before their partner 
may be almost impossible. This can make 
transitioning to life as a single person that 
much more difficult as they may not know 
how to be alone. Many of us enjoy our own 
company, and spending time alone when 
we have the choice can be empowering and 
enjoyable. However, when this is enforced 
and not something that we would have 
chosen ourselves, it can be a very different 
experience. Going to events alone can also 
be painful and difficult. Weddings, funerals, 

There is so much to consider when going through a traumatic 
event like a separation or divorce. The initial few weeks and 
months can be filled with meetings and appointments that take 
up all available headspace and attention. 

‘I needed all kinds of 
support when it first 
happened and still do.’

10



birthday parties and everything in between 
can be daunting when you’ve been used to 
always having someone beside you.

‘As a Christian and a single 
parent, I found some churches 
very unhelpful. If the main 
way for you to become more 
connected in the church was 
a small group, there wasn’t 
consideration of the fact that 
I would need a babysitter to 
attend and that as a working 
single parent I couldn’t go to 
meetings in the daytime. It was 
very isolating.’

‘My church minister and 
close friends have been very 
supportive and my faith has 
deepened through it all but it 
has still been difficult for me. 
My children are all Christians, for 
which I am immensely grateful, 
but I think now that they have 
left (or are leaving) home, 
loneliness is a big issue.’

How the church  
can help

 → Be aware of this potential loneliness 
and actively keep in mind that people 
who have experienced separation 
or divorce may find social events 
challenging or difficult.

 → Try to see scenarios through the eyes 
of someone who may struggle with 
social situations due to relationship 
breakdown. For example, having 
volunteers or leaders from a range of 
different demographics helps to send 
the message that everyone is seen and 
valued, not just married couples.

 → Don’t speak badly of their ex-partner – 
this can cause more damage than good.

 → If your church has a particular group 
or ministry aimed at those who have 
experienced separation or divorce, be 
sure to let that person know and to give 
them to option to engage as much or as 
little as they’d like (not everyone will 
find this support helpful).

 → Listen empathetically, keep the door 
open and assure them that they are 
seen, heard and valued.
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In many relationships there will be a 
mixture of friendships. Couples may each 
have their own friendships as well as 
friendships that they both share. These 
friends are neither ‘my friends’ or ‘your 
friends’, they are simply ‘our friends’. 

Although this may work well when a 
relationship is strong, problems may 

Changes to relationships 
with friends and family

well arise if that relationship begins to 
break down. Friends who were once ‘our 
friends’ may feel that they need to pick 
a side, unsure how best to support the 
couple as individuals. People may feel 
uncomfortable sustaining a friendship with 
both parties and therefore find that they 
are more drawn to one individual than the 
other. Loyalties may come into question 

We’ve acknowledged that coming to terms with the end of a 
relationship that you thought would last forever is one of the 
most difficult things that a person can experience. However, 
we also need to recognise the other significant relationships 
that can be impacted by divorce and separation. 
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‘The elders of our church tried 
to frighten me into trying to 
reconcile even though my 
husband had left. I asked them 
what I was meant to do and they 
couldn’t answer. My children felt 
God hated them and refused to 
go back to church.’

‘We have an amazing 
close family and 
friends from church. 
We are very blessed 
to have each other.’

and friendships may become strained. At 
the time when a friend is most needed, 
they may not be there. 

It is not only friendships that may change 
and evolve. Imagine you have been in a 
relationship for a significant period of time. 
You may have got to know each other’s 
parents, siblings and wider family. You 
might have developed a close relationship 
with your partner’s mother, brother or 
cousin. Holidays and birthdays may have 
been celebrated together and children 
may have been added to the mix. Deep 
friendships may have been forged and 
precious memories made. What was 
once two separate families may have 
begun to merge to become one. When the 
relationship breaks down and reconciliation 
is not possible, those family members have 
some difficult decisions to make.  

Every family is unique and there will 
therefore be a range of responses and 
outcomes. While some relationships 
with a partner’s family may weather the 
storm, others won’t, causing inevitable 

heartbreak at the loss of valuable 
relationships that were supposed to 
last a lifetime. In-law relationships may 
be shattered as sides are taken and the 
loyalty that was once so strong may fade 
away. It may not be appropriate to keep 
in touch with an ex-partner’s family and 
even if you are the one to make that 
choice, it may not make the decision or its 
consequences any less painful. 

If a couple experiencing relationship 
breakdown are part of a church family, 
it’s possible that neither may want to 
leave. Both parties could be equally and 
deeply invested in church life. This will 
be their spiritual home and they may 
have friendships that have been forged at 
church as well as memories, activities and 
other ties. Now more than ever, they need 
their community. It would be impossible 
to discuss all of the many scenarios 
and potential issues that a divorce or 
separation within a church community 
could bring with it, but we should not 
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How the church  
can help

 → Involve the divorcing/separating 
couple in activities and events and 
keep inviting them, even if they 
decline invitations.

 → Truly listen to what they’re saying 
and give them space to talk and to 
be heard without trying to fix the 
problem.

 → Ask what they need – what is 
obvious to them may not be 
obvious to you.

 → Be aware of the loneliness, 
pain and isolation that losing 
friendships and family members 
can bring.

 → If possible, provide support in the 
form of someone else who has 
been through similar experiences 
(although every relationship 
breakdown is unique, there will 
be common themes, and peer 
support from someone who 
understands can be invaluable).

assume that one party will want to leave. 
While it’s possible that one partner may 
make the decision to leave the church, 
there will also be situations whereby both 
parties continue to attend separately. 
While the priority should always be the 
couple who are experiencing the divorce 
or separation, it’s important to recognise 
that just as with family, the impact of 
divorce and separation ripples through 
a church community. Relationship 
breakdown does not simply affect the two 
people who were once committed to each 
other. Friendships may be strained; a 
whole host of different emotions may be 
felt by many individuals.

‘It’s been challenging, but my faith has really helped 
along with support from family and church family.  
I know God has a plan for our future.’
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Employment
Some people experiencing separation or 
divorce may not face any changes to their 
employment status, but for others there 
could be significant transition ahead. In 
some relationships both partners will 
work, whereas in others neither will be 
employed. It may be that one partner has 
been a stay-at-home parent, or perhaps is 
unable to work due to illness or disability. 

Finances

Divorce and separation have an impact on every part of a 
person’s life and finances are no exception. 

There is so much to consider financially 
when a significant relationship breaks down 
and even the most money-savvy individuals 
may find themselves in hugely challenging 
circumstances. Going through a divorce 
is one of the most stressful things that a 
person can experience, and adding financial 
strain to this can have deeply distressing 
effects. Here are a few aspects to be aware 
of as you care for people in this situation.
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Couples may be financially dependent 
on income from one job, multiple jobs, or 
state benefits. 

When a relationship ends, financial 
stability can too. A previous stay-at-home 
parent may find themselves needing 
to get a job. Seeking employment after 
many years without working can be a 
great challenge and a cause of worry 
and stress. Someone dependent on their 
partner’s income may need to make ends 
meet without it. For those whose partner 
stayed at home to look after their children, 
additional costs of childcare could be a 
real difficulty. State benefits may also 
need to be applied for if a newly separated 
or divorced partner no longer has the 
financial support of their spouse. 

‘I have no family support in the 
area and childcare rates are 
extortionate. I have no choice 
but to work, but feel there is a 
lack of support and too many 
unrealistic expectations.’

‘I cannot work as I’m a  
full-time carer.’

Home 
For a couple going through a separation 
or divorce, almost certainly at least one 
partner will leave the family home. In some 
cases, it may be both. Newly separated 
individuals may find themselves in the 
position of having to find a new home but 
with only one income (or no income) to 
support them. They may need to downsize 
to save money if they can’t afford to keep 
living in the home that they set up with 
their partner. You may have heard the 
saying, ‘We are all just two payslips away 
from being homeless’. Homelessness may 

be a very real threat and the financial 
impact of separation or divorce may result 
in someone having to ‘sofa-surf’, move in 
temporarily with friends, or access local 
authority emergency housing. This can be 
even more challenging if they also have 
children to care for. 

‘The children and I had our home 
repossessed because I had a 
joint mortgage with their father 
and he neither paid towards the 
mortgage, nor would he agree 
to sell the house. I felt my hands 
were tied because my ex-husband 
was self-employed and cash in 
hand, so despite knowing how 
much money he was earning, I 
couldn’t prove that he was lying 
when he pleaded poverty.’

Legal fees 
Couples will almost certainly have to 
pay for legal representation themselves. 
The cost can range from a few hundred 
pounds to tens of thousands of pounds, 
depending on the circumstances. Add to 
this the possible costs of representation 
for child arrangements or other orders 
and the figures can be enormous. Finding 
the money to pay for legal representation 
and everything else entailed in a divorce 
can put significant pressure on someone’s 
finances, which is turn can greatly impact 
someone’s mental and physical health. 

He took me to court for contact 
after stalking me throughout 
my pregnancy and begging 
me to get back with him. I was 
frightened of him. The courts 
granted him contact and joint 
parental responsibility against 
my wishes. I tried to protect 
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my babies from him. He has 
since reduced the amount of 
contact he has with the children 
considerably and frequently 
lets them down. I am unable to 
take him back to court to say 
that he has broken the contact 
order although if I did, I would be 
threatened with prison.’

‘My husband left me out of the 
blue when my children were 
three years and twelve weeks 
old. He was having an affair and 
I had no clue. I moved cities to 
be with him so returned to my 
home town and got on with life. 
He has always had access to the 
children but took me to court 
for an arrangement order so he 
could keep some control.’

How the church  
can help

 → Support people to access any 
money-related courses that you 
may run. 

 → Signpost to organisations that can 
help such as Christians Against 
Poverty or Citizens Advice Bureau.

 → Offer budgeting support if 
appropriate.

 → Find creative ways to offer financial 
support. This could be through food 
vouchers, toys for children or gifts 
during holidays. 

 → Encourage parents to access 
subsidised activities and holidays 
such as Care for the Family’s single 
parent Take a Break holidays. 

Debt
The loss of employment, a drop in income, 
expensive legal fees, unaffordable housing, 
and/or unsustainable childcare fees can 
easily lead to or worsen existing debt. An 
endless cycle of trying to eliminate one 
debt by incurring another can make it 
seem impossible to ever imagine a life 
beyond debt. Debt can influence and affect 
every part of someone’s life and can have a 
significant impact on our mental health.

‘I gave up teaching to do a part-
time admin job and got into debt.’
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Some children will go from living with both 
of their parents to having to split their time 
between two houses, or perhaps spending 
the majority (or all) of their time with only 
one of their parents. They may have to 
move house, change schools, make new 
friends, get used to a new area, live in 
financial difficulty, not see certain family 
members and meet with professionals, 
all while trying to come to terms with the 
breakdown of their parents’ relationship 
and their ‘new normal’.

Children may have feelings of anger, 
confusion, anxiety, fear, guilt, loss and many 
others. If one parent has gone out of their 
life, they may be worried about being left 
alone or that their other parent will leave 
too. Some children may feel torn between 
their parents or rejected by one, the other, 
or both. 

Every child will react differently depending 
on their circumstances and personality. The 
Parenting through Separation guide written 
by Resolution contains a helpful table giving 
pointers on how children might react to 
separation according to their age, and how 
to help them. Details can be found in the 
signposting section of this booklet. 

Parenting and the impact 
on children

‘My marriage was emotionally 
and psychologically abusive. 
The divorce was drawn out and 
involved going to court. The 
stress has been horrendous and 
has made me quite ill. All my 
energy has gone on keeping the 
home nice and being available for 
my children.’

As well as handling everything that 
separation or divorce throws at them, 
those with children have to parent. There 
is no ‘off switch’ with children and on top 
of all the other challenges they will be 
dealing with at this time, parents will be 
facing issues such as:

When to tell children about the 
relationship ending and how much to 
tell them

How to ensure that children aren’t 
impacted by long-term parental conflict

The new co-parenting journey that will 
need to begin

The role of extended family 

Mediation and legal procedures for child 
arrangements 

Separation and divorce can have enormous and long-lasting 
effects on children. Their lives can be turned upside down, with 
many of their normal routines changed forever. 
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Creating a blended family if there is a 
new partner 

Protecting children from adult worries 

Creating stability for children and a ‘new 
normal’

‘Money was always tight 
and although I had regular 
maintenance from my ex-
husband, I had to work full time 
to make ends meet – something 
I regret having to do because 
I feel I missed out on so much 
of my son’s younger years – he 
was forever being ‘farmed out’ 
during the school holidays and 
I lived with a constant nagging 
guilt that I had messed his life 
up. Thankfully, I actually have 
a lovely, well-adjusted, kind 
Christian son who frequently 
lets me know that as far as he’s 
concerned, I did a brilliant job!’

How the church  
can help

 → Provide a safe and stable 
environment for children where they 
can be themselves and know that 
support is available.

 → Signpost to organisations that can 
offer help and support.

 → Follow all safeguarding procedures 
and act on any concerns that you 
may have for the welfare or safety of 
a child.

 → Intentionally involve families who 
are experiencing separation or 
divorce in church activities and 
subsidise costs if needed. 

 → Don’t speak badly of the other 
parent, regardless of what they’ve 
done. That parent is still the child’s 
mother or father.
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In cases of  
domestic abuse

Domestic abuse is unfortunately not a rare occurrence – 
and that includes families connected to churches. 

In the UK, research shows that in the year 
ending March 2019, an estimated 2.4 million 
adults aged 16 to 74 years experienced 
domestic abuse in the last year (1.6 million 
women and 786,000 men) . Two women 
a week are killed by a current or former 
partner in England and Wales alone  and 
this figure has remained unchanged 
for many years. Domestic abuse has an 
enormous effect on children and we know 
that 130,000 children live in homes where 
there is high-risk domestic abuse.

Domestic abuse is all about one person 
having power and control over another. 
It’s easy to associate domestic abuse 
with physical violence, but it’s about far 
more than that alone. Domestic abuse 
encompasses physical, psychological, 
sexual, financial and emotional abuse. 

Sadly, the evidence shows that church 
families are not immune to this, and it can 
be happening in ‘nice Christian’ families 
too, with no outward signs to make it 
obvious to others. 
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How the church  
can help

 → Educate and train leaders and 
teams about domestic abuse and 
its impact.

 → Make your church a safe place 
for victims of domestic abuse to 
be believed and supported. You 
can do this by ensuring that all 
safeguarding procedures are up to 
date, providing relevant training 
for staff and volunteers, and 
tackling difficult questions around 
the subject.

 → Bring domestic abuse and other 
relevant vocabulary into the 
language used in church, helping 
to tackle the taboo and shame 
that can surround it (it is never 
the victim’s fault).

 → Set up links with your local 
police service and third-sector 
organisations that support 
victims of domestic abuse.

 → Raise awareness about domestic 
abuse and help combat the 
stigma, for example by holding 
events to mark Domestic Violence 
Awareness Month (October) and 
bake sales in support of domestic 
violence charities such as Refuge.

 → Look at ways to provide practical 
support for those who need it. 
Ideas could include food or clothing 
vouchers for those that have fled 
their home, support to set up a 
new home, clothing and toys for 
children or monetary grants.

‘I left my husband due to 
emotional abuse. He then 
continued this and still tries to 
control me and the children. It is 
an ongoing struggle to keep the 
children in a relationship with him 
and to have to deal with him still.’

‘I separated because of 
emotional, economic and 
physical abuse. No form of child 
support was provided. Have very 
beautiful children and am happy 
to be a parent. Best thing ever.’

For further information and guidance, 
please download our domestic abuse 
information sheet, which can be found on 
our website. 

You may also be interested in contacting 
Restored UK, an organisation which aims 
to speak up about the realities of violence 
against women and girls, equip the Church 
to stand against domestic abuse, and 
support survivors. Their details can be found 
in the signposting section of this booklet.

‘We separated at the beginning 
of the year following domestic 
violence that resulted in police 
and social services involvement. 
Have separated previously (going 
to a refuge) but this time will be 
permanent. Church have been 
oppositional to me wanting a 
permanent separation, and this 
resulted in us leaving church and 
going elsewhere.’

www.ons.gov.uk
www.refuge.org.uk
SafeLives (2015), Getting it right first time: policy report. Bristol.
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Examples of abusive behaviour

Psychological abuse
Gaslighting (manipulation 
to the point of the victim 
questioning their sanity) 
Convincing the victim that 
their memory is poor
Creating fear
Telling lies about others 
Guilt-tripping 

Physical abuse 
Punching
Hitting 
Slapping
Biting 
Burning 
Choking
Shoving
Pushing 
Kicking
Holding you down

Sexual abuse
Unwanted sexual demands
Unwanted sexual touching 
Pressure to have unsafe sex
Pressure to have sex 
Being intentionally physically  
hurt during sex
Rape

Financial abuse
Using debit or credit cards 
without consent 
Putting debt into a partner’s 
name 
Gambling with family assets
Withholding money 
Demanding receipts for every 
purchase
Withholding access to a bank 
account
Taking benefits or income 
that Ware in a partner’s name 
(without their knowledge/
consent)
Using child maintenance to 
control a partner

Emotional abuse
Blaming 
Criticising
Isolation
Invading privacy motivated  
by jealousy 
Ignoring 
Shaming 
Belittling
Putting down 
Name-calling
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How has the church 
supported you? 
‘Financially, help with work around 
the house.’

‘They provided a support system, 
offered words of encouragement and 
recognised my needs.’

‘Accepting and not judging me. 
Loving me. Listening to me and 
offering advice. Counselling services. 
Praying for me. Inviting me out.’

‘My current church does not support 
me at all, although they have 
been very good at supporting the 
children. It is frustrating and also 
disappointing but that’s the way it is.’

‘Churches have supported us at 
different points but none have 
supported us consistently.’

‘My previous church paid for 
counselling for me for a year.’ 

‘My church was non-judgemental and 
didn’t ask questions. They supported 
me financially and practically and 
were of great encouragement when 
things were especially difficult.’

‘They have supported me in 
every way ... financial, emotional, 
spiritual/prayer, practical help and 
encouragement.’

‘I have not told them my 
circumstances because I don’t want 
them to view me or my children 
differently.’

‘Practically with babysitting, 
providing food, Christmas and 
birthday presents for the boys. Being 
there and asking how we were. 
Prayer.’

‘In every way possible. Providing 
dinners, company, childcare, a 
listening ear. Praying for us. Financial 
support. Presents/clothing for the 
children.’

‘Pastoral visits, prayer, being invited 
to social functions and spiritual 
fellowship. Financial support. 
Counselling.’

‘Some people have prayed for us and 
one lady meets up to chat with me 
and pray for me. She is incredibly 
supportive!’

‘Provided a loan to cover deposit on 
rented accommodation, members 
have babysat for me to enable me to 
go on short courses, also they are not 
judgemental.’

‘I was with the CAP (Christians 
Against Poverty) service to help 
finances. Pastor emotionally 
supports.’

‘They have accepted my situation 
and no one has judged me.’ 
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Case study  
Peter and Beryl

The Rebuilders vision 
Rebuilders was all about demonstrating 
the love, grace and patience of God. We 
wanted to be patient, loving, kind and 
generous with our time, our words and 
everything that we did. Our heart was 
for people to grasp the love that God has 
for them through Jesus, so that in turn 
they might think about going back, or 
connecting for the first time, to a church.

‘I was reminded of God’s love 
throughout the course at a 
time when I was feeling rather 
unloved and perhaps unlovable’

Practicalities and boundaries
We advertised the course, asked people 
to let their friends and family know 
about it, and chatted with every single 

For over ten years, Peter and Beryl ran a highly successful course 
at their local church in Belfast, aimed at those who were separated 
and divorced – open to those with faith and those without.  Here 
they share in detail about Rebuilders with the hope of encouraging 
other churches that they too can do the same.
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person who was interested in attending. 
We wanted to make sure that this was 
the right course for them, that their 
marriage was definitely over and that 
it wasn’t counselling that they needed, 
and to establish a relationship of trust 
with every attendee before the course 
began. We also wanted to ensure that 
there would be no two ex-partners on any 
given course at the same time and that 
they were aware that the course would be 
based on Christian values. 

We set a culture that was based 
on acceptance, free of gossip and 
embarrassment and where people 
knew that they could share as much or 
as little as they liked. We made it clear 
that Rebuilders was not a dating agency 
and always promoted healing before 
embarking on a new relationship.

‘I found throughout the course 
that I was not alone – the weekly 
topics made me realise that my 
worries and fears were shared by 
many others in similar positions.’

The course was run one evening a week 
over a seven-week period. We covered 
a wide range of topics relevant to those 
who’d experienced divorce and separation. 
The set up was very informal and we 
worked hard to achieve a coffee-bar style 
atmosphere. We wanted people to feel 
valued and so we served good coffee and 
homemade cakes, giving of our best and 
reflecting the worth that we placed on 
these people.

We recognised that these people 
would have been through a lot of pain 

and rejection – in their families, in 
communities, in work settings, and in 
churches – and they needed time and 
space. Therefore, we felt that it was 
important to not just finish the course and 
say a final goodbye to people. We wanted 
to continue to be there for people and 
made ourselves available to those who 
wanted that. 

Structure of the course 
We realised after running the course a few 
times that the first session was a big ask of 
people. They were coming into a building 
that some of them had never been in 
before and the fact that it was a church 
building would have been an additional 
challenge for some. They didn’t know 
us well as course leaders and were also 
surrounded by people they didn’t know. 
To help with this, we started running an 
introductory evening where we welcomed 
people, chatted together and everyone 
had name badges. We spent time telling 
people about the course and what to 
expect. We knew that there was a risk of 
people feeling intimidated and therefore 
we wanted them to become familiar and 
comfortable with the building, the setting 
and the team themselves too. 

The evenings themselves always began 
with a welcome, as a way of making sure 
that everyone was comfortable. We put an 
emphasis on this being a safe place and 
on the importance of confidentiality. By 
week three we would often see a buzz and 
people starting to build relationships with 
each other. 
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Following the welcome, there would be 
a short talk. This would be filled with 
personal stories and reflections, often 
with guest speakers coming to share 
their experiences. It was not, however, a 
theological sermon. We wanted it to be 
accessible to all. 

Next, we would break into small groups 
where a group facilitator would lead a 
discussion. The small group would have 
the same attendees each week, in order 
to build trust and friendship and the 
facilitator would ensure that nothing 
inappropriate was being shared. 

‘The small group discussion 
each night made me realise that 
my pain was normal. A bond of 
support and friendship was built 
between us, which for many of 
us still goes on.’

So that no one would leave feeling 
emotionally distraught after reflecting on 

their experiences, we ended each evening 
with a calm session. Here we would share 
a reflective poem or some scripture and 
say a quick prayer, before we would 
personally walk each person to the door. 
They were each given a handout to take 
away with something to reflect on, based 
on the topic we’d been discussing that 
evening. To finish the evening, we would 
debrief as a team. 

Specific wins 
We saw God move so powerfully through 
Rebuilders. Week by week as we journeyed 
with people, we saw them growing in 
confidence, exchanging contact details, 
beginning to smile again, taking pride in 
their appearance and so much more. 

A number of people started to come to 
church on a regular basis. They’d started 
just by attending Rebuilders but had been 
so welcomed that they then wanted to 
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start coming on a Sunday too. We felt 
that this was partly due to the love and 
generosity that we gave out during the 
course but also because of the friendships 
they made during the small group 
discussion. People who already attended 
church would invite those that didn’t, and 
then go out for coffee or lunch afterwards.

For those who had finished Rebuilders 
and wanted to continue connecting with 
others in the church, we set up Platform. 
This was a monthly social gathering for 
those in their late twenties or above who 
were single. This included those who were 
widowed, separated, divorced, never 
married or single for any other reason. We 
again provided good quality coffee and 
cake and supported them to set up their 
own social opportunities. People signed 
up to go to the cinema together, have 
food, go for walks and many other group 
activities. We saw people starting to care 
for each other and build community. Other 
churches showed an interest in what we 
were doing so we opened it up to anyone 
and everyone, with much success. 

Advice for churches 
This work needs genuine vision. This is 
not a theological or tick box exercise and 
so there needs to be a heart for people in 
the community. We found that the church 
can have the concept of the ‘ideal family’ 
– a husband, wife and children. The issue 
of pain, brokenness and even abuse in 
a marriage relationship can be ignored. 
Inclusive language is needed as preaching 
and teaching often alienates the people 
who need to hear it most. One of the most 

important yet basic things that you can 
do is to find ways for your communication 
from the front to be inclusive. 

When it comes to providing support for 
those who are separated or divorced, 
remember that the church leader doesn’t 
have to do it all him or herself. It can be 
very easy to become overwhelmed with 
the greatness of the task at hand. Don’t 
get caught up with the magnitude of the 
idea. Instead, find one individual in your 
congregation and ask yourself how you 
would help them. There may also be 
people in your congregation who have 
gifts and talents that would work nicely 
as part of a team that could lead a course 
such as this. It’s a team effort and all about 
tapping in to the people who have relevant 
personal or professional experience. For 
example, do you know of a social worker 
or other professionals who could come 
and speak or help facilitate a group 
discussion? It may be that you announce 
to the church that you have thought about 
starting a group like this, and ask if there 
is anyone who would be interested in 
talking about how this idea could be taken 
forward. Collaboration is key.

‘Meeting so many 
people provided 
much-needed 
friendships. The 
course gave me 
confidence that there 
was much still to be 
done in my life.’ 
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Useful organisations and further support

Relate
Relationship advice and information including 
resources for separating families.
0300 100 1234
relate.org.uk

Samaritans
24-hour helpline giving confidential emotional 
support to those experiencing despair or distress.
08457 909090 
samaritans.org

MIND
Mental health charity with a range of online 
support including an information line and a 
legal advice service.
0300 123 3393
mind.org.uk

Resolution
A group of family lawyers and other professionals 
committed to taking conflict out of family 
disputes. They offer fact sheets, directories of 
local solicitors and mediators and helpful guides 
such as Parenting through Separation.
resolution.org.uk

Gingerbread
Provides advice and practical support to 
single parent families, and runs parliamentary 
campaigns advocating policy changes to help 
single parents. 
0808 802 0925 
gingerbread.org.uk

NSPCC
Help and advice for adults who are worried 
about a child or need advice on safeguarding.
0808 800 5000 
nspcc.org.uk

Money Advice Service
Information, tools and advice on money issues.
moneyadviceservice.org.uk

Christians Against Poverty
Provides free debt help, a job club, life skills 
support and a range of courses which are 
available to everyone and run across the UK. 
Available to those of any faith or none.
01274 760720
capuk.org

Shelter
Practical help for families who need more in-
depth assistance to keep their home, or to settle 
into a new one after being homeless.
0808 800 4444
shelter.org.uk

Citizens Advice
Free advice on a range of topics including 
benefits, work, debt and money, consumer 
issues, housing, family, law and courts, 
immigration and health.
citizensadvice.org.uk

Restored
Equips churches, supports survivors of domestic 
abuse and advocates on their behalf.
0203 9063 930
restored-uk.org

Refuge
Works in partnership with Women’s Aid 
to provide advice and support to anyone 
experiencing domestic violence. Provides safe 
emergency accommodation throughout the UK. 
Website offers a useful ‘Help for Children’ section.
0808 2000 247
refuge.org.uk

Rights of Women
Provides free confidential legal advice on a 
range of issues including domestic violence, 
family law, divorce and relationship breakdown. 
rightsofwomen.org.uk
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About Care for the Family

Care for the Family is a national charity which aims to strengthen 
family life and help those who face family difficulties.  Our work 
has been focused on the UK but we are increasingly reaching a 
wider audience through our online presence. We focus primarily 
on the following areas of family life: marriage/couple relationships, 
parenting and bereavement. Our aim is to be accessible to every 
family, whatever their circumstances, to provide support in difficult 
family situations, and to create resources that are preventative, 
evidence-based and easy to apply.

If you’d like to know more about our Single Parent Support please 
visit our website. Here you will find information about our annual 
Take a Break holidays, our single parent support newsletter, guides 
on how to run a single parent support group in your church and other 
helpful resources.  
cff.org.uk/singleparenting

We also provide Additional Needs Support and more information can 
be found on our website, which includes regular newsletters and a 
befriending service. 
cff.org.uk/additionalneeds

Further guides for churches are also available, including: 
Supporting families of children with additional needs 
Supporting those who adopt or foster  
Walking through the valley: A guide to bereavement support 
Support new parents through mental health challenges 
cff.org.uk/churchguides 



cff.org.uk  |  029 2081 0800

instagram  TWITTER  facebook  youtube

Care for the Family is a Christian initiative to strengthen family life.  
A registered charity (England and Wales: 1066905; Scotland: SC038497). 
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