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ABSTRACT 

CHARLES QUALLS 
Divorce Recovery Ministry As An Application Of Miroslav Volf s Theology of 
Exclusion and Embrace 
(Under the direction of LARRY McSWAIN) 

Divorce in America is an issue that affects personal and family lives in many 

negative ways. In Atlanta, many divorcees bring their stories and their impacted lives 

to Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church for the Divorce Recovery Ministry support 

group. Among the effects of divorce on individuals is a sense of separation from 

relationships. Divorcees often struggle with issues of trust and hope as well as self-

concept A useful approach for viewing life needs is provided by the work of Miroslav 

Volf. The Yale Divinity School professor has contributed a body of theological 

understanding that is helpful for addressing this painful development in life, even if the 

thrust of his writings is not divorce specifically. His broader themes can be expressed 

as "Exclusion and Embrace". 

With the assumption that Volf s themes are relevant to local church ministry, 

then such a program should fit well within the mission of the church if that program is 

able to aid participants in movement from "exclusion" toward "embrace." Evaluation 

to determine whether divorce recovery is providing an appropriate and helpful 

response to key theological needs is a healthy undertaking in programmatic life. 

ix 
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The specific intent of this study is to evaluate the Divorce Recovery Ministry of 

Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church in order to determine whether "exclusionary" 

life issues are being addressed and "embrace" is being experienced by participants. 

The reader is aided by understanding that the hypothesis does not assume that 

"embrace" does away with or somehow negates "exclusion." Difficult life experiences 

are not that easy to forget, and un-helpful relational influences do not diminish simply 

because new, positive ones are added. Instead, the notion would be that embrace helps 

to bring a balancing or a healing element to lives that have experienced a degree of 

exclusion. 



CHAPTER 1 

EVALUATING THEOLOGICAL THEMES IN DIVORCE RECOVERY 

Divorce in America is an issue that affects personal and family lives in many 

negative ways. In Atlanta, many divorcees bring their stories and their impacted lives to 

Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church for the Divorce Recovery Ministry support group. 

Among the effects of divorce on individuals is a sense of separation from relationships. 

Divorcees often struggle with issues of trust and hope as well as self-concept. A useful 

approach for viewing life needs is provided by the work of Miroslav Volf. The Yale 

Divinity School professor has contributed a body of theological understanding that is 

helpful for addressing this painful development in life, even if the thrust of his writings is 

not divorce specifically. His broader themes can be expressed as "Exclusion and 

Embrace," the title of Volf s primary text, and will be discussed within the body of the 

thesis.1 

Volf s work presents related sub-themes that lend particular understanding to the 

plight of the divorcee and the opportunity of the church. The emphasis of this study is 

that a support program such as divorce recovery has a unique opportunity to respond to 

these broader themes. It is an assumption of this thesis project that Volf s themes are 

1 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 
Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996). 

1 
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relevant to local church ministry. Such a program should fit well within the mission of 

the church if that program is able to aid participants in movement from "exclusion" to 

"embrace." Evaluation to determine whether divorce recovery is providing an 

appropriate and helpful response to key theological needs is a healthy undertaking in 

programmatic life. The specific intent of this study is to evaluate the Divorce Recovery 

Ministry of Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church in order to determine whether 

"exclusionary" life issues are being addressed and "embrace" is being experienced by 

participants. 

History and Background 

This author's experience started in 1995 with an administrative role overseeing an 

existing divorce recovery program and then resulted in the establishment of a similar 

program in 2001. Upon his arrival at First Baptist Church in Greensboro, North Carolina 

in 1995, the divorce recovery program was already quite established. In fact, this group 

was at that time five years old and had been among the very first in its region. Given that 

this region encompassed a three-city metropolitan statistical area of over 1 million 

people, the program had established a drawing power that was quite broad. Four entry-

level groupings began in the divorce program each year, one per season. These groups 

averaged fifty to sixty participants each. During that time in Greensboro, my role as the 

leader progressed to a much more direct role as facilitator within the program. 

This experience was useful when I arrived at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist 

Church in Atlanta. The church's divorce recovery program had been concluded under a 

previous leader. There had been no divorce ministry for some few years when the current 
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program was started. My role continues to be not only administrative, but also 

experiential as the facilitator of groups in a two-level program. In the years beginning 

with 1995, this leader has now witnessed over 1400 participants in divorce support work. 

Some patterns of need present themselves when the participants are viewed collectively, 

particularly the needs related to the comprehensive field of Divorce Recovery Ministry. 

Problem Statement 

The current program of divorce recovery at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist 

Church is six years old. The present leader has offered this program at two churches for a 

total of twelve years. Although new techniques and questions have been added, with 

experience aiding in the facilitative skills, the program has been offered in essentially the 

same form all this time. The obvious changing elements in each group are the variety of 

human stories and the specific perceived needs voiced by participants. While anecdotal 

feedback has indicated a satisfactory result, some more focused and specific 

measurement is needed. It is the perception of this writer that conventional views of such 

programs typically ask whether participants have been "helped," "changed" generally, 

"supported," "healed," or perhaps "fixed" somehow. While all the above are significant 

outcomes, perhaps no previous study has attempted to evaluate such a program as to 

whether certain theological issues have been addressed in the lives of participants while 

receiving the divorce support. The question then is: does the Divorce Recovery Ministry 

at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church aid in participants' movement from exclusion to 

embrace? 
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Research Hypothesis 

Yale theologian Miroslav Volf has proposed a set of broad themes that might 

prove helpful in understanding divorce and its aftermath. The primary hypothesis of this 

project is that the theological concepts of Volf s work are a useful interpretive means for 

understanding the divorce experience. The project will utilize these to test whether there 

is movement from a state of exclusion toward embrace during participation in the divorce 

recovery program at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. A research tool has been 

designed to measure these effects for the participants who have been involved in recent 

recovery sessions of the ministry. 

In Volf s studies, he has found that otherness, ambiguity, distance, guilt, trust and 

loneliness are among the theological issues that are a part of the human condition as any 

sort of differentiation occurs. These relational states seem to have exclusionary power at 

the time of divorce. That is, participants often express a need to explore the results of 

their divorce experience that have made them struggle with many of the issues Volf cites 

when defining "exclusion." In Volf s understanding, this power is exclusionary in that 

humans respond to each other based on perceived differences. Often, this response 

brings about distance or hurtful action. For instance, Volf focuses on genocide practices 

or civil mistreatment in places like Rwanda and his native Croatia. Traditionally, this 

writer has experienced divorcees reporting exclusionary feelings such as "being single 

again in a married world" or some other alienation with family and friends. 

To further understand Volf s hope for humanity, the word "embrace" becomes 

central. A spirit of inclusion, the practice of forgiveness, and the will to embrace are 
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among responses that promise to restore human wholeness to those living in exclusion. 

A program of support should facilitate this kind of theological result, among other 

possible outcomes. Thus the underlying hypothesis of the study is that divorce recovery 

ministry can offer an atmosphere that facilitates belonging, embrace, covenant, 

perspective, truth and resolution. These terms from Volf s work give specificity to the 

notion of movement from exclusion to embrace. 

Methodology 

For the purposes of this study, divorced and separated persons who come to 

Second-Ponce de Leon's Divorce Recovery Ministry are the focus of measurement for 

the purposes of this study. The thesis project's author is the facilitator of this divorce 

recovery program. 

Recent past participants, as well as Divorce Recovery groups from February and 

September 2007, were be surveyed for the project. Recent past participants may be 

understood as participants who have completed the program within the last three years 

who can be contacted and express a willingness to participate. The program itself is 

offered as a "support" program that offers help to divorcees alongside any counseling or 

therapy they may receive independently. At times, participants are in the program on 

referral from their counseling professionals. The divorce recovery program seeks to help 

divorcees gain new self-awareness and perspective. Specifically, some elements such as 

story, support, skill/learning, reflection and discussion are used in divorce recovery work. 

A survey will test for movement within this experience toward a feeling of embrace, 

having begun in a state of relative exclusion and pain. The purpose of such an analysis is 
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to evaluate ways in which future offerings of this ministry may be improved to stress the 

movement from exclusion to embrace. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

Such a study presents limitations and difficulties. The burden will rest on this 

study to validate the thesis question and the theological assumptions behind the question 

before the results and implications can matter. Proper attention to definitions and to 

building a case that Volf s theological work translates to analysis of a support program 

was done. This study assumed that past and current participants are willing to participate. 

The study was limited to participants from the Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church 

divorce support program. 

There are risks to such a study. For instance this study might reveal that the 

divorce recovery program, or the facilitator, would prove to be inadequate when held up 

to such standards and outcomes. The burden is also upon this study to state a clear 

question and to test for a valid response. Further, such an effort risks manipulating or 

changing the normal environment of the groups during the study because of the desire for 

a stated outcome to arise. 

However, this exercise presents opportunities as well. Among them, a clearer 

understanding of this divorce ministry should result because of a more focused and 

purposeful evaluation process. The feedback from participants should yield helpful 

understanding of what works, and what does not, for the purposes studied. The needs of 

participants will be drawn into a new light because of the effort to listen to them around 

clearly defined themes that impact their lives. Therefore, one result will be an 
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opportunity to improve the program. Understanding of participants past, present and 

future will be enhanced because they are now viewed in Volf s terms. 

Divorce in American Culture 

Diana Garland of Baylor University provides helpful background for the current 

state of marriage and divorce in American culture. Garland espouses a widely held 

notion that currently about half of all first marriages end in divorce. She cites one study 

that suggests half of all marriages today are actually remarriages for at least one of the 

partners involved. Garland asserts that divorced partners find that divorce is not the 

solution to marital distress they had hoped. Only in one out often cases do both spouses 

report satisfaction with their lives after the divorce. The disruption of the familial 

relationship brings about a profound grief experience that is common even in heavily 

conflicted marriages. Garland also cites the drop in standard of living that women and 

children experience in seventy-three percent of cases.2 

Authors Heidi R. Riggio and Jennifer E. Fite draw upon U. S. Divorce Statistics 

from 2002 in suggesting that "Adults from divorced families are fifty percent more likely 

than are adults from intact families to experience their own divorce," a disparity they say 

" . . . persists when (research is) controlling for age, race, sex and parental education and 

income." These authors speak in terms of "embeddedness," which they define as 

Diana R. Garland, Family Ministry: A Comprehensive Guide. (Downers Grove: 
Intervarsity Press, 1999) 543-547. 
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connections between an attitude and other units of the cognitive system."3 Among their 

conclusions were that individuals with highly embedded divorce attitudes will be more 

likely to use those attitudes in the evaluation of ambiguous issues and specific 

relationship scenarios than will individuals with less embedded divorce attitudes. They 

also concluded that divorce attitudes would be strongly related to personal relationship 

outcomes i.e., that those with more positive divorce attitudes might tend to be more 

willing to choose the divorce option in their own marriages. Significant to their 

discussion was the higher likelihood that persons from a divorced family would have a 

lowered expectation of relationship success. 

Anecdotally, the project writer has experienced a common theme among divorce 

recovery participants in the area of loneliness and disruption. A significant number of 

participants report a need to address the impact to friendships and even family 

relationships due to negative reactions to the divorce. They often report a "choosing" 

that occurs among friends and families, as though money, property and children are not 

the only commodities to divide as the relationship dissolves. 

Central to this thesis is the assumption that divorce is an exclusionary event in 

life. Divorce creates not only an immediate disruption to key relationships, but also the 

perception that a desirable solution to marital discord comes either at heavy cost or is not 

experienced at all. Those who divorce are often perceived as "other." The perception of 

isolation is common among divorcees. Meanwhile, economic impacts and pessimistic 

3 Heidi R. Riggio and Jennifer E. Fite, "Attitudes Toward Divorce: Embeddedness 
and Outcomes in Personal Relationships," Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 36 
(2006): 2935. 
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relational expectations are also among the exclusionary forces at work in the lives of 

divorced persons. For the persons who participate in a divorce recovery program, one 

desired outcome might be to make meaningful connections that address the isolation of 

otherness. This project thesis will evaluate whether one such divorce ministry is 

addressing exclusionary realities by offering the presence of embrace. 



CHAPTER II 

MIROSLAV VOLF'S THEOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK AS A RESOURCE 

FOR THE DIVORCED 

Yale theologian Miroslav Volf has explored themes that can be summed as 

"exclusion" and "embrace." There are sub-themes that comprise each of these two larger 

concepts, and they are explored in some detail in this chapter. In order for an evaluation 

of a ministry program to be undertaken, there must be the development of criteria. An 

assumption of this paper is that divorce is an exclusionary event in life. Data will 

demonstrate the extent of the exclusion perceived by program participants. Another 

assumption is that a divorce recovery program should be evaluated in part based on its 

attempts to deliver embrace. This paper utilizes these theological themes as the basis for 

an evaluation of the Divorce Recovery program at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist 

Church. 

What follows is an examination of the key themes contributed by the theological 

work of Volf. A hypothesis of this paper is that some of Volf s themes contribute 

meaningful understanding as to how the Christian faith can respond to the needs of 

divorcees. Further, this paper will rely on an understanding of Volf s work to develop a 

framework within which to survey for effectiveness of a divorce recovery program. The 

goal of such an exercise is to explore the validity of the Divorce Recovery ministry at 

Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church as a response bridging the needs of people with a 

10 
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sense of calling issued by God. This paper will include a discussion of some biblical 

teachings on divorce as an accompaniment to its presentation of Volf s two larger themes 

of "exclusion" and "embrace." 

Volf has established a significant body of work around these themes of exclusion 

and embrace. Whether in journals or in books authored, his work continues to challenge 

the Church's awareness of its responsibility to be social agents of embrace. An 

assumption basic to this exercise is that divorce is an intensely exclusionary event in 

human life. This feeling of exclusion is sometimes made worse by the responses of 

Christian people or bodies. A better response is to offer a place of support, inclusion and 

reflection. Divorce Recovery ministry is a specific way to live out embrace. 

For the purposes of this paper, the primary source for understanding Volf s 

themes is his book entitled Exclusion and Embrace. Other journal articles he has written 

contribute to these concepts as well. There is one rather unique source of insight. 

Miroslav Volf was addressing a meeting at the United Nations when the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks struck in New York. Although his verbal address was cut short, a 

supplemented transcript provides additional insight from Volf and will be drawn from in 

this paper. 

Miroslav Volf 

Miroslav Volf is a native of Croatia, born in Osijek in 1956. Volf currently 

teaches at Yale Divinity School as the Henry B. Wright Professor of Theology. He also 

serves as director of the Yale Center for Faith and Culture. Volf received his Master of 

Arts degree in theology at Fuller Seminary and his Doctor of Theology degree at the 
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University of Tubingen in Germany, where he studied with Jurgen Moltmann. Volf 

taught on the Evangelical-Theological Faculty at Osijek, and then taught at Fuller from 

1991 until beginning his tenure at Yale in 1998. Much of his reflection has been inspired 

by human tragedies of war and neglect. Violence in Croatia and Serbia in the 1990s is a 

particular source of inspiration for his studies. From these experiences, Volf has explored 

how theological understandings can shed light on Christian responses to many of life's 

hardships. His biography at Yale states, "Miroslav has argued in many contexts for 

Christian faith to be seen not as an additive to help us cope with this or that problem but 

as a way of life. Faith, therefore, matters in all spheres of life."1 

Otherness 

Among Volf s larger themes, the assumptions of both "Exclusion" and 

"Embrace" form a two-part framework within which some smaller themes appear. 

Central to understanding the notion of exclusion is his concept of "otherness." Volf 

draws on what he terms a "Parisian intellectual understanding" of identity and self that 

takes into account the "other" and the "same." He believes that these categories help as 

they guide thinkers to address the fundamental philosophical and social problems of the 

"one" and the "many."2 For the purposes of this paper, it will be assumed that reports 

from divorcees experiencing some degree of otherness is a common part of the divorce 

journey. 

1 Miroslav Volf, "Exclusion to Embrace", Christian Embassy UN, accessed 13 Oct 
2006, online: http://www.christianembassyun.com/speech_by_dr__volf.html. 

Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 
Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996) 16-19. 

http://www.christianembassyun.com/speech_by_dr__volf.html
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Volf sees the Biblical story of Cain and Abel as the first and paradigmatic 

recorded act of exclusion. He observes that the story "narrates the structure of encounter 

between 'them and us.' Our own ambiguities about self will fuel reactions that help us to 

divide society into groupings." Our acknowledging of otherness is not a problem strictly. 

How we act out on our sense of otherness determines whether or not we participate in 

either exclusion or embrace. Volf expands more clearly on this sense of "other" in an 

article written after the book entitled Exclusion and Embrace. He is careful not to claim 

for Christian faith the only answers concerning perception of, or relation with, the 

"others." Volf sees history as demonstrating an overall violent record in reaction to 

others. Much of his work draws context from incidents like the 1994 bloodshed in 

Rwanda to demonstrate the ways in which humanity can act on its feelings toward the 

"other." 

Others are many. They come in a variety of shapes and colors, speak diverse 
languages, espouse different religions and are characterized by different cultural 
markers. Others may be simply different from us. Or, we may disapprove of 
some of the constitutive features of their otherness. Or, the other may be someone 
who has transgressed against us. Indeed, the other may be and often is all three of 
these things together. 

Exclusion 

In order to grasp the concept of "exclusion", one has to first acknowledge 

"inclusion." This would seem an ironic starting place from which to understand the 

concept of "exclusion." Although the larger notion of exclusion is a focus of Volf s 

3 Ibid., 92-98. 

4 Miroslav Volf, "Living with the 'Other.'" Journal of Ecumenical Studies 39 
(Winter/Spring 2002): 8, 18. 
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work, the belief that one could be excluded does assume the existence of some group that 

is considered to be "included." From this vantage point, Christians are considered to be a 

group that has the opportunity to choose inclusion or exclusion as among their reactions 

to "others." Volf characterizes belonging to the included group a "dubious triumph" 

since there is responsibility that comes with such position. He views that responsibility 

as becoming a person who seeks not to exclude others. Volf sees the pursuit of inclusion 

to be fraught with inner contradictions, and can be viewed as the struggle against 

exclusion.5 He stops short of vilifying every discrete identity as oppressive. He feels that 

if one were to put the tag "exclusion" on every stable difference, we would have aimless 

drifting instead of clear-sighted "agency," haphazard activity instead of moral 

engagement and accountability. He employs a discussion of concepts such as the "good" 

and the "just" over against the "rational" and the "civil" to further shape the 

understanding of exclusion. According to Volf, it is possible to practice barbarity within 

the "civil" and evil among the "good" when we are inconsistent. This inconsistency is 

what Volf terms "exclusion." 

Exclusionary relationships happen when there is distance in reaction to otherness. 

On a world scale, Volf points to genocide and the violence of war. There are economic 

and justice issues of exclusion. In relationships, exclusion can be subtler. All these types 

of exclusionary distance can be destructive. Volf addresses the "how-to" of inclusion 

(without chaos) by making a distinction between differentiation and exclusion, which will 

in turn lead to a distinction between exclusion and judgement. 

5 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 58-64. 
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Distance 

Volf draws upon biblical narratives of Abraham and Paul to mark times of 

"departure" in life. Both of them were called out by God to leave the familiar and to 

engage in a new life away from what had been normal to them. This sense of leaving a 

familiar place in culture produces the effect of "distance." Some distance is good. Volf 

challenges the Church to consider its complicity by way of examining its commitment to 

the larger culture.6 The church can create good distance by standing in contrast to 

exclusionary practices when life brings a need for grace and human company. Volf also 

notes the presence of exclusionary distance in life. Family and friendship relationships 

are impacted as humans react to the chasm that has been created by the divorce event. 

Likewise, distance is created when one has been left by his or her partner. Family and 

friendship systems are directly disrupted in the case of divorce. The view of one's place 

in society also seems to be affected dramatically by divorce. Both types of distance 

become important to understanding the plight of humans who hurt, and the opportunity 

the Church has to aid in healing. This paper acknowledges the distancing results as 

perceived by divorcees. Some churches are complicit in that distancing by either 

judgmental attitude or absence of inclusive ministry design. Volf suggests that by 

participating in some of the exclusionary behavior of society, the Church can aid in the 

creation of negative distance. Conversely the church has the opportunity to embrace 

those who have departed, thereby bridging relational and societal distance instead. 

6 Ibid., 36-37. 
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Contrived Innocence 

Guilt issues are assumed to be a part of the divorce journey. Two persons have 

determined their marriage covenant to be broken. Volf discusses guilt and innocence as a 

part of understanding exclusion and embrace. Although many have doubtless been 

violated through no fault of their own connected with an act perpetrated against them, 

does that automatically render them innocent in nature? Will they remain innocent, even 

if they are at the time of the offense? Volf views innocence as relative to the issue at 

hand and a rare commodity even at that. However, what the included do with their 

concept of guilt or innocence is central to how they will act as social agents. In Volf s 

opinion, the closer we examine the world, the more we see a " . . . maze of small and 

large hatreds, dishonesties, manipulations and brutalities, each reinforcing the other." 

His central point about contrived innocence is that from a distance, we may view the 

world as neatly divided into guilty perpetrators and innocent victims. On closer 

examination, however, there seems to be a "solidarity in sin" wherein all are united in 

having contributed to exclusionary and distancing behavior in their lives. 

Another issue in divorce appears to be the assignment of blame with regard to one 

partner or the other's destructive behavior. Volf acknowledges the issue of "equality" of 

sin, as over against a view that all sin is equally sinful. An observation might be that in 

divorce there are no innocent parties, only those who may have committed relatively 

"less" sin in the relationship. 

Miroslav Volf Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, 
Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996) 79-85. 
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Ambiguity 

Volf writes about an experience that he and his wife, Judith, had while adopting a 

child. The mixture of feelings ranged from excitement to disillusionment. Particularly 

disturbing was the reality of effectively "auditioning" and being chosen as parents. The 

danger of being somehow rejected or deemed unworthy colored heavily an otherwise 

positive experience. Volf brings forward a realization that our discoveries of grace often 

come mixed in the ambiguity of pain, fear, regret, embarrassment or any other of an 

endless series of conflicting sensations.8 He draws from examples of delivery from 

oppression to liberation to make the case of painful ambiguity in life. Volf cites both the 

American and French revolutions as examples of successful liberation from tyranny and 

strife. However, he continues through history to illustrate that even the greatest of 

liberations have exposed corollary need that resulted. If one gets freedom to be an 

independent master, and to pursue one's own interests, but can find no food or job there 

is still starvation. 

Volf brings from this experience a realization that our discoveries of grace often 

come mixed in the ambiguity of pain, fear, regret, embarrassment or any other of an 

endless series of sensations. Life is not lived under God without exposure to the above 

experiences. Christian faith does not shield us from these, but instead adds a cherished 

8 Miroslav Volf, "Ambiguity and Grace." Christian Century 115/15 (May 13,1998): 
505 
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layer of perspective and hope in the midst.9 Still, we wonder "why?" Why can the 

valuable outcomes and lessons of life not be gotten without exacting such a steep price to 

gain them? 

Even the divorce liberation from an abusive marriage is a departure from systems 

that have become a relative norm. There is a sense in which the relational fracture can 

hurt deeply even while the resolution of the abuse can bring about great relief. This 

departure from the norm creates the kind of ambiguity that Volf acknowledges. Good in 

life often comes along with bad. Freedom and resolution may often be wrapped in loss 

and change. 

Embrace 

The "will to embrace" is seen by Volf as unconditional. The starting point must 

be the primacy of the will to embrace. He says, "Since the God of Christian belief is the 

God of unconditional love and the God who died for the ungodly, the will to embrace the 

other, even the evil other, is a fundamental Christian obligation. The will to give 

ourselves to others and "welcome" them, the will to readjust our identities to make space 

for them, is prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying them in their 

humanity." The will to embrace precedes any "truth" about others and any construction 

of their "justice." This will is absolutely indiscriminate and strictly immutable; it 

transcends the moral mapping of the social world into "good" and "evil."10 

9 Ibid. 

10 Miroslav Volf, "Exclusion to Embrace". 
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As for "learning to will rightly," a question has arisen in response to Volf s 

conviction that we must "will" to embrace: Is the will to embrace instinctive or can this 

will be learned? Volf comes down on the side of a learned response. He is unable to 

view this will as an automatic or Spirit-given part of the Christian faith experience to all, 

even if this will is seen as an obligatory part of faith. He believes that the will to embrace 

is developed by the Spirit's working in our lives, and by our faithful response to need. 

However there is room in Volf s view for struggle, and to perform hard work that may be 

needed by many in order to move from spiritual belief to uncomfortable action. 

"Otherness" is a powerful barrier to God's hope for loving responses.11 

In Mark 9:41 Jesus teaches, " For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of 

water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward." 

This is the posture from which a church might begin to offer such a program as divorce 

recovery. The Tightness of helping persons in pain could well be the proper end in itself. 

In Miroslav Volf s speech to the United Nations Prayer Breakfast, addressing a 

group of 225 international representatives, his topic was "Exclusion and Embrace." His 

ending was an application of two points. One of those two points was the necessity of 

"creativity" in our efforts to learn to will rightly, and to deliver embrace. 

Volf senses a call for believers in which Christian embrace must be given to 

"others." Because of the unlimited ways in which persons can be in pain or in exclusion, 

the need to be creative becomes vital to finding ways to deliver embrace. Truth and 

justice are preconditions of actual embrace. He says, "Notice that I have described the 

11 Ibid. 



will to embrace as unconditional and indiscriminate, not the embrace itself." A genuine 

embrace - an embrace that neither play-acts acceptance nor crushes the other - cannot 

take place until the truth has been said and justice established. Hence, he says, the will to 

embrace includes in itself the will to find out what is the case and the will to determine 

what is just. The will to embrace includes the will to rectify the wrongs that have been 

done and the will to reshape relationships so as to correspond to truth and justice. 

Belonging 

The "drama of embrace" that Volf refers to in his works unfolds with a delivered 

opportunity for belonging. When humans create what he refers to as a "space for the 

other" they open up the opportunity for belonging. Volf is clear that he is not so much 

concerned with discussing the cultural subtleties of physical "embrace" as much as he is 

the dynamic relationship between the self and the other.13 For Volf, the language of 

embrace is metaphor. For instance, in employing the powerful language of "opening the 

arms" Volf is focused on what causes the figurative "arms" to open. His view of the 

desire for the other, wanting the other to be a part of one's life, is the important notion 

that leads to embrace. Related, he sees openness as a code for "created space" in oneself 

for the other to come in. 

Volf acknowledges other key transactions that happen when a sense of belonging 

is communicated. There is the "wait", where the arms are open but there is no movement 

12 Ibid. 

13 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 140-141. 
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just yet to take up the offer of belonging. Volf cites the need for a reciprocal movement 

of the other, an element that Christian faith does well to acknowledge as a part of the call 

response. If open embrace is accepted, then the arms close together as the parties are 

wrapped in each other. This mutual respecting and response has to be done with 

sensitivity from both parties. Volf cites the need for a "soft touch" among both parties, 

for too heavy-handed an embrace becomes exclusionary again. Eventually, there must be 

an opening of the arms again. Within these movements, belonging is transacted. There is 

still freedom for both embracing parties, and even a need for "not understanding" one 

another to an extent.14 Instead, belonging is communicated which allows for the freedom 

of the individuals within the space created for nearness. 

Forgiveness 

Volf acknowledges forgiveness and repentance as one of the most difficult acts 

for individuals and groups to perform. He points to Carl Jung in observing that, " . . . 

most of our confessions come as a mixture of repentance, self-defense and even some lust 

for revenge."1 Once confession is made, and repentance is voiced, then reconciliation is 

possible. As for forgiveness, Volf says, "Deep within the heart of every victim, anger 

swells up against the perpetrator, rage inflamed by unredeemed suffering. Instead of 

wanting to forgive, we instinctively seek revenge."16 He notes that forgiveness is not a 

substitute for justice. "Only those who are forgiven and who are willing to forgive will 

14 Ibid., 144. 

15 Ibid., 119. 

16 Ibid., 120. 
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be capable of relentlessly pursuing justice without falling into the temptation to pervert it 

into injustice."17 For divorcees, some will struggle more with the need to forgive another 

while fellow group members may come seeking a place of repentance. From either side, 

or a mixture of these needs, this sub-theme of Volf s is a key part of the drama of 

embrace. 

Perspective 

Central to Volf s understanding of embrace is something he refers to as " . . . the 

open arms of the Father."18 Volf makes a case for perspective when he employs the Luke 

15:11-32 parable of the Prodigal Son. That is, the Christian faith offers this model that 

gives hope. Life is able to move forward even in the face of terrible brokenness. Volf 

focuses in on the breached relationships since the departure within the story. After the 

younger son "came to himself in the parable, a new perspective allows for the 

homecoming. The father who would not let go of the relationship between them has held 

a space open for the son. By readjusting his identity along with the changing identities of 

his sons, the father aids reconstruction of relationships so that life continues in the family. 

Note that the older brother continues to view the younger as a non-brother when the story 

ends. The father refuses to be bound by that designation, instead declaring what will be 

within the family. Volf points up this relational transaction as instructive for Christians 

who wish to be agents of embrace for persons who live in broken relationships. The hope 

of new or renewed personhood, and inclusion, offers new perspective. 

17 Ibid., 123. 

18 Ibid., 156-166. 
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Covenant 

Humanly speaking, Volf compares grace to a gamble in life that is relied upon to 

exist. Still, this gambling metaphor seems too tenuous to fit all of existence. There is a 

need for rules, or a contract between humans. Volf shares a resistance to the instability 

and imbalance of "contract" in modern society. Instead, "covenant" gives a framework 

on which to attach obligations within what he terms the "communal and moral" 

dimensions of human life. In his view, covenant speaks of both the autonomy and 

belonging of individual commitments. Whether that covenant be one of justice rather 

than oppression hinges on a question of what will morally structure the covenant itself. 

Truth rather than deception, peace rather than violence and equality rather than 

superiority are examples of principles that can morally posture covenants within 

community. 

Volf points to the story of the Cross in Christianity to empower the metaphor of 

the covenant in relationships.19 On the Cross, God created space for humans. When 

humans do this with one another, their identities are formed through relation with each 

other. Secondly, covenant relationships are self-giving in nature. Participation is not 

simply about consuming what can be gotten from the other. Rather, covenant partnership 

is acknowledged. Third, the covenant relationship from the Cross is eternal. Likewise, 

Volf sees true covenant relationships as forming boundaries within which all that 

transacts must be viewed. Even a breach of the covenant happens within covenant for 

Volf. 

19 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 153-156. 



Truth 

Volf s writing took on a helpful but honest call for the church to work on "hope", 

based in truth, while he was teaching at Fuller Seminary. Volf differentiates hope from 

"optimism," which is a helpful subtlety for the purposes of divorce support ministry. A 

specific instance is found in a 1998 article written for Christian Century. Volf utilized 

what he considered to be a mythical mainstream American spirit of "optimism" as a 

vehicle for understanding the need for genuine narratives of hope. His call for honesty 

and accuracy in assessing life issues is a helpful one for churches. Rather than trying to 

idealize marriage, church or personhood, a ministry like divorce recovery 

demands instead an atmosphere of genuine candor. Distraction from, or rationalization 

of, painful realities is not a healthy starting place for support ministry. A key passage: 

"Authentic Christian hope, on the other hand, is about the promise that the wrongs of the 

past can be set aright and that the future need not be a mere repetition of the past."20 This 

sets a genuine and open tone within the call for churches to meet life needs such as 

ministry with divorced persons. 

Volf sees the church as being called to proclaim God's love as poured into the 

hearts of those who are "weak." Coupled with Volf s concept of "otherness," this need to 

be an agency of God's love foretells a responsibility for ministries such as divorce 

recovery. One struggle for churches will be to choose a stance on Volf s concept of 

"weakness." Has the divorce been an example of spiritual/personal weakness or 

Miroslav Volf and Tammy Williams, "Narratives of Hope." Christian Century 115 
(1/28/1998): 86. 
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brokenness? Or, has the brokenness and pain of the relational experience rendered the 

divorced person essentially weak? One stance can evoke a judgmental or heavy-handed 

need to fix the participant spiritually. The other can see divorcees as needing support in 

their life struggle and grace on their journey as they heal. 

Whatever the case, the safety to deal in truth should be viewed as a covenant 

ingredient. Volf contends that "no deed is imaginable which could put a person outside 

the scope of God's love." If this be the conviction of the church, then programming such 

as divorce recovery should be designed to feature safety and confidentiality so that 

participants can process their experiences in truth. One interesting application Volf 

makes is in "naming sins." Since atonement presupposes sin, then God's unconditional 

grace is delivered in a "Spirit of truth." This act of naming enables a freeing of the 

human, making possible for "everything to become new." Volf cites John 8:32 more than 

once in his book. "The truth shall make you free" Jesus says. He does insist t ha t " . . . 

before you can search for the truth, you must be interested in finding it."21 Biblically, 

God hates divorce while loving divorced persons as among myriad other of our human 

experiences gone awry. We should be encouraged to facilitate truth telling in safety and 

covenant. 

Resolution 

There is no guarantee that properly postured Christian openness, or embrace even, 

can bring about desired results. Within covenant relationships of humans, there are too 

Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 254. 



many variables. The need for freedom leaves open the possibility that efforts to deliver 

embrace will not go as planned. 

The Apostle Paul's words to the Romans were, "Welcome one another, therefore, 

just as Christ has welcomed you" (15:7). Volf describes a process of welcome, or 

embrace. This process includes three primary themes: 1) the mutuality of self-giving 

love in the Trinity, 2) the outstretched arms of Christ on the cross for the "godless," and 

3) the open arms of the Father receiving the "prodigal." These employ respectively the 

doctrines of God, Christ and Salvation. Volf s central conviction is captured as he states, 

"The will to give ourselves to others and to 'welcome them', to readjust our identities to 

make space for them, is prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying 

them in their humanity." He continues, "The will to embrace precedes any 'truth' about 

others and any construction of their 'justice.' This will is absolutely indiscriminate and 

strictly immutable; it transcends the moral mapping of the social world into 'good' and 

'evil.'"22 

Volf s work offers perspective to those who would do the work of evaluation. 

These theological themes shape the effort to measure ministry programming by 

prescribing conditions and outcomes. His convictions offer substance to the viewing of 

human transaction, and explain the faithful dynamics that should exist when Christian 

programming intersects with human need. 

Ibid., 29. 
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Biblical Teachings on Divorce and Remarriage 

What follows here is an exploration of some biblical teachings on divorce and 

remarriage. A version of this material, along with some discussion questions, appears in 

the workbook resources found in Appendix 1. This biblical material begins with a verse 

that states one view of God toward divorce, but moves toward a conclusion of grace in 

Jesus Christ. The aim is to make a case that under God we are to live with the hope that 

moving forward is possible with forgiveness and new perspective. 

"I hate divorce...!" Malachi 2:16 features our God saying in what comes across in 

writing as a booming voice. The Bible speaks on divorce as an undesirable result in 

marriage. Not flatteringly, the scriptures also feature the use of this word "divorce" as a 

metaphor to describe the often broken relationship between God and humanity. 

Deuteronomy 24:1 begins a section that prescribes conditions for divorce in Old 

Testament times. The biblical presentations that specifically deal with divorce should be 

viewed as having a decided patriarchal orientation. Many of the teachings empowered 

the men of the day, leaving the appearance that women had less power to divorce and 

remarry. Mark 10:4 shows Jesus asking His disciples about the Mosaic Law, and they 

respond that a man was permitted to write a certificate of divorce against his wife and 

send her away. With regard to women and divorce, one commentator observes, "They 

had little control over marriage or divorce, the latter being reasonably easy for men to 
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obtain."23 In 1 Corinthians 1:7 Paul makes an intriguing prescription in saying, "Are you 

bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife." 

With the agenda of entrapping Him, Jesus was questioned in Matthew 19:7-8 to 

see how he regarded the ancient teachings of Moses. "They said to him, 'Why then did 

Moses command us to give a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her?' He said to 

them, 'It was because you were so hard-hearted that Moses allowed you to divorce your 

wives, but from the beginning it was not so.'" (NRSV) 

Humans were created to be in perfect, divine fellowship with God and each other. 

Discovering that a truly loving God had built in the freedom to live outside this perfect 

plan, humans eventually developed a bent for doing just that. When one reads 

Deuteronomy 22, the contingencies set up for divorce and infidelity are numerous. 

Settling on a view that acknowledges divorce as a problem, on the one hand, and yet 

communicates a Christ like response on the other is a difficult proposition. It would seem 

that the greater biblical material sets a case for God's larger view of life, sin and progress 

in relationships. 

There were two traditional positions regarding permissible divorce in the 

rabbinical schools. Hillel had taught that divorce was possible for any reason the man 

decided. Shammai taught that only for the reasons of adultery or grave dereliction of 

duty could a man write a divorce from his wife. In a book that contradicts this patriarchal 

John Bowker, The Complete Bible Handbook, (New York: Dorling Kindersley 
Limited, 1998) 374. 
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bias, Cambridge fellow David Instone-Brewer concludes that biblically, a literal reading 

would demonstrate that even Jesus would seem to hold that divorce was only permissible 

for reasons having to do with sex.24 The voicing of the biblical text, read both selectively 

and literally, would seem to empower men greatly. 

One recurring theme in the Bible is that God wishes for creation to be in harmony 

with its Creator (Ephesians 1:9-10). "And he made known to us the mystery of his will 

according to his good pleasure which he purposed in Christ— to bring all things in heaven 

and on earth together under one head, even Christ." The Bible speaks of all creation, but 

focuses most of its attention on human beings because we are created in God's image and 

are held accountable for our stewardship with regard to all other created things (Genesis 

1:26). 

Throughout the biblical revelation, God takes the initiative to make this 

harmonious relationship work. The Bible indicates that God went to significant lengths to 

make it possible for humans to live in that kind of relationship. The Old Testament is 

filled with plea after plea from an angry God, who gently and redemptively calls the 

people to come back to right relationships. In Christian tradition, Jesus Himself is 

viewed as God's ultimate extension of grace, making it possible for us not only to be 

saved, but to find out how to live since he modeled goodness for us. The Bible teaches 

that divorce is not God's intention, but neither is murdering, bigotry, lying, gossip and 

David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Church: Biblical Solutions 
for Pastoral Realities, (Nottingham: IVP Books, 2006) 
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backbiting among many other dysfunctional ways to relate. God is equally disappointed 

from circumstance to circumstance, per Volf s notion of the equality of sin. God has 

tried, and continues now, to bring people to wholeness. God works to heal brokenness 

and to restore people to fulfilling lives as they "work out their salvation in fear and 

trembling," discovering how God would use them in the world. 

If one interprets any scripture in the light of the whole Biblical revelation, and 

through the life and ministry of Jesus, then literal understandings about divorce and 

remarriage are tempered by the grace of the New Testament. Stories like Jesus' 

encounter with the woman at the well in John 4 reminds that there is a bigger picture than 

our present circumstances. This does not dismiss the need for growth and re-evaluation, 

or new focus in our values or goals. It does not smooth over the spiraling consequences 

of choices, or those of former spouses. But, the bible does demonstrate the hope, in very 

human struggles, to move on. 

God agonizes alongside humans in times of confusion, regret and pain. God wants 

humans to confront mistakes and make progress. The God of the bible would not appear 

to desire that women or men be mired in unhealthy or dangerous marriages. Therefore, it 

would appear that the sin of divorce is forgivable and that remarriage can be within God's 

purposes for finding fulfillment in life. 

Summary 

Volf s work, combined with the biblical discussion of divorce and remarriage, 
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provides a theological understanding for this evaluation project. A desirable outcome of 

a program like divorce recovery should be to reflect the church and kingdom calls to 

embrace. Although Volf has examined faith and life in terms of larger world events, his 

theology is useful in measuring church efforts as well. 



CHAPTER III 

THE DIVORCE RECOVERY PROGRAM 

AT SECOND-PONCE DE LEON BAPTIST CHURCH 

This chapter will offer a detailed outline of each programmatic session of the 

Divorce Recovery ministry at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. Careful 

examination of the ministry effort will demonstrate how each meeting attempts to offer 

support around a particular life issue. An outline of session procedures and specific 

discussion questions will be included. Some of Volf s sub-themes will be highlighted as 

they are addressed from within the design of the program. 

This project report assumes that divorce programs differ from place to place. 

Leader bias, program histories, and curriculum choices are shaping influences for groups 

over time. Anecdotally, there seem to be two primary styles of program. In broadest 

terms, support-oriented programs attempt to provide a welcoming place for divorcees to 

process their experiences together. The atmosphere is shaped so that participants feel 

safe in sharing vulnerable thoughts and feelings. Placing oneself in the company of 

others who share the divorce experience should foster a feeling of companionship. In 

contrast, therapy-oriented groups challenge participants to share more openly. Responses 

about feelings, thoughts and experiences may be debriefed at a more challenging and 

personal level than in a support group. Whereas "pass" may occasionally be an 

acceptable answer in a support group, this same response is likelier to be challenged by 

32 
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leaders or fellow participants in a therapy group. Both styles of groups aim to help 

participants feel a sense of commonality and inclusion, and both would hope to help 

participants gain helpful perspective. 

The current divorce program at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church is support-

oriented. The staff member responsible for programming is the writer of this project 

report. The model for the divorce program used at the church is the one the writer 

learned at a previous church beginning in 1995. That program had already proven to be 

quite popular, and participants reported that this model had been helpful. An assumption 

is that skilled laypersons or clergy are more able to facilitate a support program whereas a 

therapy group is best led by a counselor or therapist. 

General Overview of Divorce Recovery Session Design 
at Second-Ponce de Leon 

The design of sessions draws closely from a model that was in place at my 

previous congregation, the First Baptist Church in Greensboro, North Carolina. The 

weekly sessions last one and one-half hours. Two main components facilitate the weekly 

divorce support experience: group viewing of video content, and group discussion of the 

weekly topic. Advertising includes church publications, print ads, church web site ads, a 

printed brochure and a large banner streetside in the church's front yard. Additional 

word-of-mouth referral from past participants has also been quite helpful 

Session One: Introductions and Program Overview 

On the first night, participants receive a folder of resource materials.(see 

Appendix I) A letter of welcome is included, as well as an overview of the program. 

Viewer-guides that correspond to the main outline of video content are included for each 



session, along with potential discussion questions. Various articles on relationships and 

divorce that I have written, or that I have compiled, are also included. A page discussing 

what a divorce recovery experience could be is there as well. One significant inclusion 

that is pointed out to group members would be the article entitled, "The Bible Speaks on 

Divorce and Remarriage." 

Group members are also supplied with a copy of Jim Smoke's book Growing 

Through Divorce.1 They are assigned one chapter to read between sessions. Each 

session's video segment features Dr. Bill Flanagan speaking on the material from that 

assigned chapter. Flanagan is a minister to single adults at the Saint Andrews 

Presbyterian Church in Newport Beach, California. His biographical information 

included with the videos summarizes his contribution to the field by indicating that since 

1977, he has conducted Divorce Recovery Workshops for over 13,000 persons. Flanagan 

earned a Master of Theology degree from Princeton Theological Seminary and his Doctor 

of Ministry degree from Fuller Theological Seminary.2 Intermixed are brief video clips 

of his own participants in their small group discussions of the same material. Each 

week's video segment lasts about twenty minutes. 

After a short break, groups move into discussion for the remainder of the session. 

Although the assigned topic provides the framework for that discussion, I am careful to 

allow a chance for participants to discuss how their week went or especially any 

1 Jim Smoke, Growing Through Divorce, 2d ed. (Eugene: Harvest House Publishers, 
1995). 

Bill Flanagan, Divorce Recovery Workshop: Video Sessions, (Newport Beach: St. 
Andrews Baptist Church, 2000). 
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interaction they may have had with their former spouses or family members. My job as 

facilitator is to guide the transition from such discussion toward the topic for the evening. 

This requires sensitivity, as the personal debriefing of their weekly lives forms a sort of 

living curriculum and is arguably as important as the assigned material. One could allow 

this kind of random discussion to go on each week and never end up addressing the 

material. The attempt by the leader is to help members to support each other, yet achieve 

some interaction with the assigned material as well by keeping a balance between 

discussion and review of material. 

In this opening session, participant introductions consist of individuals sharing 

their names, occupations, how long they were married and where they are in their divorce 

experience. Responses typically range from newly separated to as much as five years 

divorced. At this point, I will generally ask participants to discuss why they came to a 

divorce recovery group. If the introductory discussion seems to be on pace with our 

overall time limits, I may ask them to respond to the question "If you had to explain to a 

friend what you believe happened, how would you do it in three or four sentences?" 

Before we end the session, I always offer them another way of telling why they have 

come to the group by asking them what they hope to get out of the experience. These 

questions allow group members to participate somewhat on the first night, while also 

generating some hope for what such a group can accomplish together. 

Group members are told in the opening session that "pass" is an acceptable 

response to a given question if they are not prepared emotionally to discuss any questions 

asked. However, they are encouraged to do so sparingly so as to challenge themselves 



toward meaningful self-revelation and into the safe help of group mates. With group 

discussion, open-ended questions are asked and responses come randomly from the group 

as opposed to starting with a participant and then moving in a linear fashion around the 

circle. Part of a leader's skill is in not cutting off a participant's discussion before they 

have had a chance to speak their thoughts or feelings reasonably. I do work to prevent 

one participant from dominating discussion at the expense of others. At times, I also 

have to be skilled in pulling some of the more reticent participants into the discussion 

without embarrassing or unduly compelling them. Additionally, my facilitation has to 

include a careful guidance when group members might get overzealous in trying to pry or 

pull a response from fellow-participants. Occasionally as leader I negotiate the delicate 

moments when a participant might disclose at a level that is inappropriate even for a 

confidential support group. 

Participants are also encouraged to recognize the value of socializing before and 

after meetings. No weekly topics are likely to be explored fully for their satisfaction. 

Either to dialogue further, or to develop relationships with other group members, social 

time together generally happens after sessions. This is important since the support 

experience will be enhanced for most of them by building trusted friendships during the 

eight weeks. 

Session Two: Is This Really Happening Me? 

In the second session, I welcome participants and immediately start the first video 

session. After a short break, we begin introductions. This allows latecomers to join the 

group and still have everyone get to know each other more. The practice also allows 



each participant the chance to relax and have a first video topic in common before the 

social component begins. 

The first video session will have general topics such as "objectives for the series", 

"myths about divorce" and a presentation on "stages of the divorce experience". Stated 

objectives include facilitating new friendships, practicing mutual need therapy, sharing 

struggles with fellow stragglers, understanding the divorce experience and destroying 

some myths about divorce. As for the general topic on the stages of divorce, the video 

draws from Elisabeth Kubler-Ross's death stages, as they provide a useful parallel to the 

divorce experience. 

Following the video, group discussion begins. As remaining time allows, group 

members are asked if they have connected with a particular one of the myths about 

divorce, and whether they are able to identify which of the stages of the divorce 

experience they may be in currently. 

Session Three: Assuming New Responsibilities- Planning for Yourself and Your Future 

The video segment for session three begins with a presentation of two basic 

marriage types: dependent and interdependent. This material assumes that while 

dependent spouses lean almost totally on the other for support, interdependent spouses 

maintain uniqueness in their togetherness. The video transitions into a presentation on 

"assuming responsibility." Participants are challenged to assume responsibility for their 

parts in the failure of the marriage, their present situation, and in not projecting future 

success on someone else. Finally, participants are challenged to take responsibility for 

themselves. One key point the video makes is that humans cannot be responsible for the 
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happiness of others, including their spouses. This is often of great interest to participants 

and generates some helpful discussion. 

In that group discussion, participants are asked to react to the notion of "taking 

responsibility for their part in the failure of their marriage." Over the years, I have found 

this to be an exceedingly difficult task for some participants. Since so many enter 

divorce recovery viewing themselves as "victims" in their marriages, the discussions tend 

to be lively. Then, I ask them to name some areas where they feel they might need to 

grow, as well as any barriers that might be hindering that growth. As time allows, group 

members brainstorm practical steps they could take to facilitate personal growth. 

Session Four: Coping with Your Ex-Spouse—A Relational Reality 

The video points up four possible levels of relationship with the ex-spouse. They 

are said to be 1) ongoing and continuing contact, 2) contact that exists because you are 

parents, 3) memories of a relationship that used to be, but does not exist now and 4) a 

relationship unresolved because the former spouse is no longer living. In the way of 

transitional thoughts, participants will hear that the emotion of hate guides a person until 

they are consumed and even burned out. Likewise, they are cautioned that while the 

legal processes of divorce may be necessary, one rarely ever gets satisfaction in the 

courts. At some point, they must learn to cope with their ex-spouse in ways that are not 

destructive to self or others. From this transition, they are led to consider eight kinds of 

divorce. The video highlights these divorce types from Smoke's book. They cover 

divorce circumstances ranging from change to conflict and from relational pressures to 

no-fault. Finally, the video offers some practical steps to recovery. 



In beginning this discussion I ask participants to select one particular cause for 

their divorce, from among the video's eight, with which they most identify. They are 

encouraged to explain why they identify most with that particular one. Then, they move 

to discussion of current feelings toward the person they once loved. They are also asked 

how (if at all) this might contrast with the way they wish to feel about their ex-spouse. 

As time allows, we discuss what they might be able or willing to do in order to improve 

their coping with the former spouse. 

Session Five: Being a Single Parent/Becoming a Whole Family Member 

This session demands some sensitivity to the group's makeup. The topic 

demands that we find a balance between sensitivity to parenting issues and the awareness 

that some participants do not have children. Whether parents or not, their personal 

understanding of family has become dramatically altered by the divorce experience. 

In the video, Flanagan begins with a discussion about single parenting. He 

acknowledges "overloaded circuits" emotionally, resentment, perception of a lack of 

respect and a feeling of being trapped somehow by the duties and emotions. He then 

offers eight guidelines that single parents might find helpful. These guidelines touch on 

role responsibilities, as well as warnings about misusing children in the fight against an 

ex-spouse and over-indulgences with the kids while acting out of guilt or envy. The 

video then transitions toward a broadening of the family concept. Flanagan points out 

some potential positive experiences that can emerge from the terrible circumstances of 

divorce. These include opportunities for new personal discovery and growth, freedoms, 

new concepts of partnership with kids, new friends, and even spiritual development. 



Negative experiences are also noted, including loneliness, loss of structure, guilt and 

pressure from some family members. 

In discussion, we often begin with debriefing how participants' families were 

altered by the divorce. Changes in relationships, feelings, schedules, and other challenges 

will normally surface. We seek to have group members identify any positives that may 

also be resulting from their divorces. I then guide the group to discuss a broadened 

concept of family. We seek to identify sources of family in our lives. The group 

members leave having been challenged to identify one or two family-building action 

steps they might begin to take immediately. These are listed on the board as they 

respond, so that group members can see others' thoughts and be informed by them. 

Session Six: Finding and Experiencing Forgiveness—Discovering a New Family 

The video content brings challenge and perspective on the issue of forgiveness. 

Participants are helped to consider what they have normally believed about the nature and 

practice of forgiveness. They frame this new perspective as over against the intensity of 

the experience they are living presently. Thoughts that emerge on this video suggest 

points such as 

• Forgiveness is crucial for healing to take place. 

• Forgiveness is giving up all claim on one who has hurt you 

• Forgiveness is surrendering my right to hurt back 

• Freedom is found in risk 

Dr. Flanagan discusses consequences that happen to us when we don't forgive 

and then discusses some several contentions about what forgiveness is. He then proposes 
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some practical actions steps toward forgiveness that are specific to the divorce 

experience. Of significance would be the notion that forgiveness is a need for most 

divorcees. This notion challenges the seemingly more obvious issue of forgiving the ex-

spouse. The idea behind this is that participants are ultimately able to control only what 

they feel within themselves. As they struggle with any issues they may need to be 

forgiving of with the ex-spouse, they are balanced by the awareness of their need for self-

forgiveness. 

Discussion in this session is generally very rich. By this point, participants are 

normally very comfortable with the process and with each other. The intensity of feeling 

that "forgiveness" brings about in many divorcees yields a rich conversation. Questions 

that stir this follow-up to the material generally begin with "Where are you in the struggle 

to forgive yourself?" or "What are some things for which you might need to forgive 

yourself?" "If you have asked your ex-spouse for forgiveness, what happened?" 

Discussion turns toward the nature of forgiveness, with emphasis that forgiveness is less 

an event in time and more a mindset or attitude to be lived over time. If time allows, 

discussion might turn toward evaluating any consequences of not dealing with 

forgiveness issues. 

Session Seven: Thinking about New Relationships—Relating, Dating and Mating 

Video content in this session follows up on the book chapter by discussing some 

dimensions of mature relationships. Participants are asked to evaluate their own patterns 

with regard to the speed of relationships, the quality measures of relationships, and 

relational depth. Then, they are helped to recognize quality in relationships by 



considering confidence (trust), communication, commitment, criticism, community, and 

change. While this alliteration of terminology might be distracting to some, the basic 

outline yields relevant information. 

I begin this discussion by pointing out a portion from the book on "Fears" of 

divorcees as they enter new relationships. I then ask for reactions to Flanagan's 

discussion on mature relationships. I ask participants to consider the potential effect of 

"urgency" on relationships, since many divorcees feel a need to rush back out into new 

love. I also introduce for their consideration the transition of mature relationship from 

the functional realms of "recreation" toward "responsibility." Of emphasis is the 

romantic need to balance these two relational needs. We discuss the influence of sex in 

adult relationships and pursue biblical as well as relational cautions about sex. 

Session Eight: Relational Patterns and the Influences of Families of Origin 

This final session serves as a potential "graduation" point for divorce recovery 

participants. The entry-level divorce recovery program under consideration for this 

doctoral thesis is programmed for eight-weeks' duration. Some few participants will 

elect to conclude their participation in divorce recovery at this point. Having successfully 

completed this initial eight-week program, many others do elect to continue in a second 

divorce recovery level also lasting eight weeks. 

As a final session, this meeting is oriented toward application and moving 

forward with life and love. As the second of two "live" presentations, this final session 

begins with me addressing the issue of families of origin and their shaping effects. Then, 

we move into a presentation on living in relational patterns. This material is influenced 
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by Harville Hendrix's work that led to the "Imago Therapy" movement within 

counseling.3 For a time these sessions were presented by professional counselors at 

Second-Ponce. Due to these particular counseling colleagues moving their offices out of 

Atlanta, I have begun to offer these presentations myself. 

Participants are challenged to consider their particular adaptive behaviors. They 

are also made aware of theories that conclude our marriage roles and biases are formed at 

an early age as informed by viewing our parents. Even reactions against these roles and 

biases are still shaped by those influences. Divorcees are encouraged to evaluate how 

their backgrounds may lead them to attract/be attracted to particular personality types. 

They are also led to consider how they generally participate in significant relationships. 

In order to alter some of the patterns they feel might work less helpfully than others, this 

journey toward awareness should be a helpful start. Discussion ensues within the 

presentation and the entire one and one-half hour session is interactive with participants. 

Questions that shape discussion toward the end might include: 

• What have you learned about yourself at this stage of your divorce? 

• What would a healthy relationship look like if you realized you were in one? 

• What are some realistic goals you have for yourself in a new dating 

relationship? In a new marriage? 

At this point, we acknowledge the pause in participation that many will have as 

they may plan to move forward within part two of the overall program. Because of this, 

3 Harville Hendrix, Getting the Love You Want: A Guide for Couples, (New York: 
Henry Holt & Company, 1988), 29-38. 
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most will see each other again in a matter of weeks as that program begins. For all, we 

acknowledge that this support group experience has concluded and that theirs is the 

assignment of living out their divorce journey constructively. I pledge my availability to 

the group members as a minister and resource for them. 

Summary 

The Divorce Recovery Ministry at Second-Ponce de Leon appears to be a place of 

help for its participants. This is consistent with the results of the previous program I 

facilitated at First Baptist Church in Greensboro, North Carolina. To this point, that 

evaluation has been mostly anecdotal. Follow-up conversations with participants who 

have completed the program have been encouraging. They have suggested that the 

ministry has allowed group members a chance to discover a supportive network of fellow 

divorcees. It appears that they experience trust and great perspective in sharing their 

stories with each other. Some groups attend significant events in members' lives, such as 

birthday celebrations and family weddings. Other groups celebrate holidays and reunions 

together. Some participants eventually ask me to perform ceremonies upon their 

remarriages. 

During the study period for this doctoral project, I completed my thirty-first 

divorce recovery group dating back to 1995. Because the program was significantly 

larger in Greensboro, and there were more entering groups per year, the number of 

participants I have facilitated is also quite large. To date, I have been involved with over 

1400 group members in the programs. This study allows me to examine beyond any 

testimonial or numerical satisfaction. By utilizing Volf s theological themes to develop a 
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survey instrument, I have employed a more structured and revealing method with which 

to examine the ministry. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

EVALUATION OF THE DIVORCE RECOVERY PROGRAM AT SECOND-PONCE 

DE LEON BAPTIST CHURCH 

In her text on planning and evaluation, Kathleen Cahalan offers valuable 

perspective for an organization that wishes to test the outcomes of its programs. She cites 

three definitions for evaluation efforts. They are: to assess the worth or merit of a 

particular object, to assess objectives and outcomes, or to gather information in order to 

make decisions.1 She goes on to suggest that evaluation can allow an organization to 

learn something about each aspect of a program's design and can contribute to the 

refinement of a program's rationale. A body of knowledge can be built that affects 

resource selection and activity design. Good evaluation can refine the awareness of 

desired results and aid in the organization's understanding of its own impact. 

With these outcomes in mind, this thesis project was designed primarily to 

measure ministry outcomes. Understood in Volf s terms, the project sought to measure 

whether the divorce recovery program at Second-Ponce de Leon delivers "embrace" to its 

participants who are assumed to enter in some degree of "exclusion." Important results 

from such a study also include an understanding of how the participants feel about the 

resources used and about specific design aspects of the program. From this information, 

1 Kathleen A. Cahalan, Projects That Matter: Successful Planning & Evaluation 
for Religious Organizations (Bethesda: The Alban Institute, 2003) 33. 
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chapter five will present some particular programmatic considerations that arose because 

of the feedback in the surveys. 

Thesis Project Methodology and Survey 

Participants in the survey are defined as those who completed the eight-week 

Divorce Recovery Ministry at Second-Ponce de Leon within the past three years, who 

could be found and were willing to complete and return a survey. There have been fifty-

eight participants over that time, forty-two of which could be found and expressed a 

willingness to participate. Twenty-two surveys were returned during the study period. 

Survey participants were sent a packet that included a cover letter thanking them for 

participating and that gave basic instructions for completing and returning the survey 

components. The packet also included an Informed Consent letter that requested their 

signature upon its reading, along with a return envelope (Appendix 3). The survey, along 

with another pre-addressed and stamped return envelope, was enclosed. By returning 

completed Survey and Informed Consent forms in separate envelopes, anonymity was 

assured the respondents. 

Survey questions were divided into two primary sections: twenty-two 

quantitative questions asking respondents to characterize feelings about their lives before 

participation in their divorce recovery group and ten quantitative questions concerning 

their perception of outcomes from their participation. Eighteen other qualitative and 

quantitative questions asked respondents to describe their expectations of the program, 

and to evaluate design and resource aspects of their experience. At the conclusion, basic 

demographic questions were asked of respondents. 
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Using Miroslav Volf s larger themes of exclusion and embrace, supported by key 

sub-themes of each, a forty-question survey was formulated. The survey can be viewed 

in Appendix 2 of this project thesis. The design of the survey was to measure how 

respondents perceived themselves on key relational and emotional factors before and 

after their participation. Then using the quantitative and qualitative data, the objective 

was to profile the program's outcomes in terms of movement from exclusion to embrace. 

Survey questions were divided into two primary sections: twenty-two quantitative 

questions asking respondents to characterize feelings about their lives before participation 

in their divorce recovery group and ten quantitative questions concerning their perception 

of outcomes from their participation. Eight other qualitative and quantitative questions 

asked respondents to describe their expectations of the program, and to evaluate design 

and resource aspects of their experience. At the conclusion, basic demographic questions 

were asked of respondents. 

A five point Likert scale was designed for the quantitative survey questions with 

the following instructions: 

On a scale of one to five circle the number that best describes your experience: 

l=Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 

The scores for these responses were averaged by question and a comparison of the means 

of responses was made to determine outcomes. Questions were then grouped as they 

speak to key Volf factors of exclusion and embrace for visual depiction. After scores 



49 

from the groups were tabulated, results were observed by comparing the mean scores of 

responses on these categories of "exclusion" with categories of "embrace." 

The following tables depict the questions as they were grouped to measure for 

Volf s key themes: 

Table 1 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Distance" Theme in Part 1 

Items from the Survey 

4. Most of my friends did not know what to say to me about my 
divorce. 

6. My family blamed me for the divorce. 
10.1 pretty much felt totally alone in the midst of what I went 

through. 
13.1 was immobilized by the stress of my divorce experience. 
15. Communication with my ex-spouse was almost impossible 

during the divorce process. 

Mean Scores 
(N=22) 

3.00 

1.73 
3.32 

3.50 

3.73 

Table 2 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Inclusion" Theme in Part 2 

Items from the Survey 

1. I was given an opportunity to be among people who shared a common 
life experience. 

3. I found a place where I could have support 
4. I was able to share my struggles with fellow stragglers 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

4.77 

4.67 
4.68 

To view the study in Volf s terms, the issue of "distance" versus "belonging" or 

"inclusion." is helpful. One assumption of the project is that divorce is an exclusionary 

experience. Volf characterizes this as a state of "otherness." A component of this 

exclusion is "distance." 
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Table 3 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Otherness" Theme in Part 1 

Items from the Survey 

2. My family could not understand at all what I was experiencing. 
5.1 was surprised at how uncomfortable people seemed to feel talking with 

me when my marriage difficulties became public. 
7. My friends blamed me for the divorce. 
8. My former spouse blamed me for the divorce. 

14. Financial difficulties were among the most difficult aspects of dealing 
with the divorce. 
17.1 felt totally alone when I was with people I know. 
22. My children and I have a very distant relationship as a result of this 
divorce. 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

2.55 
2.64 

1.59 
3.91 
3.36 

2.36 
1.75 

Table 4 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Hope" Theme in Part 2 

Items from the Survey 

8. I made some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for 
resolution of my issues. 

10.1 have recommended participation in this ministry to other people. 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

4.50 

4.14 

"Otherness" is a state that brings about exclusionary events in our lives, according 

to Volf. It is from their otherness that divorcees begin to perceive treatment or barriers in 

relationships. One answer to this state of otherness is the discovery of "hope" so that 

moving forward in healthy relationships can seem possible again. Attachment to a group 

process that reminds one they are not alone in this experience can be a hopeful gift to 

discover. An indicator of having found that type of help is thought to be the wish to help 

others find the same kind of help when they suffer similarly. 
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Table 5 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Guilt" Theme in Part 1 

Items from the Survey 

1. I felt most people I knew considered me a failure for getting a 
divorce. 

3. I felt I had violated the teachings of the Bible by being divorced. 
9. I blamed my former spouse for causing this divorce. 

12. I felt great distance from God when I went to church after the 
divorce. 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

2.18 

2.18 
3.91 
1.65 

Table 6 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Covenant and Trust" Theme in Part 2 

Items from the Survey 

5. I was able to debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe group. 
7. I found a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something 

significant outside my own life. 
9. I have continued to have contact with at least one member of my 

divorce recovery group. 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

4.82 
4.00 

3.52 

With regard to exclusionary guilt, a life factor that moves one toward embrace is 

thought to be "covenant" or trusted participation with others who share a similar struggle. 

Participants in the divorce program often experience guilt either from their own feelings 

or from the reactions of loved ones around them. Often, both sources combine to 

produce guilt. Still others may also struggle with a sense of spiritual guilt because of 

disappoint God or violating what they see as clear and concrete sin as a result of their 

divorce. The safety of trust found in a kindred friend or group is a healing and 

welcoming gift in Volf s thought. 
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Table 7 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Ambiguity" Theme in Part 1 

Items from the Survey 

11. Divorce for me was a great release from the pain of the marriage I was 
in. 

19.1 delayed getting this divorce because of the pain I thought it would 
cause our children. 

20. The divorce was the best thing that happened for our children. 

Means 
Scores 
(N-22) 

3.52 

3.13 

2.94 

Table 8 
Survey Items Measuring for Volf s "Perspective" Theme in Part 2 

Items from the Survey 

2. I found a place where I could experience some understanding. 
6. I was able to gain helpful perspective about moving forward in life 

Means Scores 
(N-22) 

4.86 
4.59 

"Ambiguity" is another powerful sub-theme that Volf explores in making a case 

for exclusion in our lives. Life brings experiences that are neither totally good nor 

completely bad. Understood another way, incredible good in our lives sometimes comes 

packaged within terribly painful circumstances. Even in the worst of pain at least comes 

resolution, release or closure at times. Such is the case with the mixed range of feelings 

and realities of divorce. 

Major Findings of Project Thesis 

Quantitative survey questions were asked with the following instructions: 

On a scale of one to five circle the number that best describes your experience: 

1= Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 
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The scores for these responses were averaged by question. Questions were then grouped 

as they speak to key Volf factors of exclusion and embrace for visual depiction. 

First, an examination of the composition of respondents is helpful. As for age of 

participants, Second-Ponce de Leon divorce recovery participants are rarely in their 

twenties. It seems that participants are rarely beyond their fifties, either. These 

perceptions are supported by the age distribution shown in Figure 4-1 below. Possibilities 

for understanding this vary. One factor might be that today, couples have not been 

married for long in their twenties. On the other end of the age spectrum, there may be a 

resignation either to stay in dysfunctional marriages or a bias against participating in a 

Figure 4-1. Age Distribution of Participants 

support "group" even when a later-in-life divorce does happen. While divorce does occur 

in any year of marriage, these respondents have come to the recovery support group not 

early in life, but mostly not in the senior adult years either. 
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The gender distribution of the groups always seems to be skewed more heavily 

toward women than men. In my memory, not one group has had equal or more males 

than females. The participants who responded with a completed survey provided an 

accurate picture of this reality. The ratio depicted below is very much in keeping with 

my perception of what groups are normally comprised of in terms of gender. "Big boys 

don't cry" is a societal mantra discussed often by the men. Perhaps this enculturation 

affects male participation in divorce recovery groups, as they are biased against the 

vulnerable or emotional sharing that is likely to happen. Before the study period, only 

two of my thirty-one divorce recovery groups had been all female. Normally, there will 

be at least some male participants in each group. 

Figure 4-2. Gender Distribution of Participants 
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To view the study in Volf s terms, the issue of "distance" versus "belonging" or 

"inclusion." is helpful. One assumption of the project is that divorce is an exclusionary 

experience. Volf characterizes this as a state of "otherness". A component of this 
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exclusion is "distance." Thus results were generated by utilizing a mean of all of the 

distance items as compared to a mean of all of the "belonging" items. The finding is that 

respondents were not as extreme in their perceived distance as expected, averaging a 

score of 3.06. This indicated that distance was perceived "on some occasions" in their 

divorce experience, but not as a constant state of being. Significant, though, is that after 

the divorce recovery group, the factors that measure for belonging showed a 4.71 score 

which is understood as being "very much a part of their experience." 

Figure 4-3. Movement from Distance to Belonging 
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Interpretation would be that through participation in the group, respondents added to their 

lives a kindred presence that they felt themselves to be a genuine part of. This layering in 

of a group, or even individual friendships from those groups, appears to have added what 

Volf would view as a helpful ingredient to their somewhat exclusionary state of being. 
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Figure 4-4. Movement from Otherness to Hope (to move forward) 
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Respondents were aware of feeling a sense of "otherness" on some occasions of their 

experience. In the qualitative survey responses, a statement such as "This program 

helped me understand what I was going through and gave me the confidence and strength 

needed to recover from it. With all of my friends being married, I felt estranged from 

those relationships because I was no longer a part of a couple" typifies this sentiment 

(Appendix 4). To their occasional sensations of otherness, participation in the group 

seems to have added a balancing presence of hope. 

While participants report a modest guilt factor, they reported a strong appreciation 

for the covenantal aspects of their divorce group at Second-Ponce de Leon. Questions 

that measured for guilt, and for covenant and trust, are cited above in the Methodology 

section of this project thesis. 
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Figure 4-5. Movement from Guilt to Covenant 
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Again, qualitative responses will speak clearly to the value of participation in a group of 

covenant and trust. Respondents responded with a mean score of 4.11 for covenant and 

trust, indicating that the group process brought this dimension for their support. These 

numbers demonstrate the clear addition of covenant to their lives, helping to counter the 

mix of feelings and experiences in the divorce process. 

Respondents reported factors for ambiguity at a level of 3.20, or an incidence 

understood as "on occasion" in their lives. This modest level of ambiguity is impacted 

positively by gaining helpful life perspective at a score of 4.73. Specifically, divorce 

recovery can aid in the discovery of perspective by bringing together a group with like 

needs and helping them to lend support and sharing. In the process of listening to each 

other, they plumb the depths of each other's stories. Eventually, participants either hear 

portions of their own stories from others. At other times, they unlock some key insight 
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Figure 4-6. Movement from Ambiguity to Perspective 

5.00 n 

§ 4.50 

| 4.00 

2 3.50 

I 3 0 0 

"5 2.50 

"8 2.00 -

J 1-50 

g 1.00 

S. 0.50 

Movement from Ambiguity to Helpful P« 

3.20 

HI 
:|§f 

Before 

;rspective 

4.73 

r 

1 ' , 

After 

that helps them to process their story in a new and helpful way. Even when they confront 

grievous portions of their personhood, the honesty of that discovery may be quite 

enlightening. This kind of movement toward perspective is one hope of a divorce 

recovery ministry. As perspective is added, the confusing power of ambiguity is 

balanced somewhat. Volf might contend that a source of perspective is experienced as 

having offered a form of embrace. 

Qualitative Responses to the Survey 

Listening to the respondents' qualitative responses tells a compelling story as to 

exclusion and embrace. Between the respondents there is obviously a range of answers 

that sometimes offer contradictory impressions. Some loved the text; others found little 

help there. Some mentioned the films as being "dated" or unhelpful. One respondent 

even disliked the films, and then in a separate answer mentioned that there was much 

helpful insight found in the video segments. 
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Following are responses to the question "Before you came to the program, how 

might you describe the notion of 'divorce recovery'?" These responses will be followed 

by their answers to the question, "After completion of the program, how might you 

describe the notion of 'divorce recovery'?" 

Table 9 
Qualitative Responses to the Program 

Understanding of Divorce Recovery 
Before the Program 
I felt it helped you try to sort out your 
feelings and how you move ahead. 
I had not heard of it, but when I saw the 
banner on the church lawn, I knew it was 
for me. 

I must say that never in my wildest 
imagination did I ever think I would be 
attending a divorce recovery group. I 
always considered myself too strong and 
self-reliant to need such a group. 

As a class that would constantly bring up 
sad subjects and difficult feelings. 
A place you can go to to receive support 
from other people with the same 
experience. 

Understanding of Divorce Recovery After 
the Program 
I feel that the program satisfied what my 
thoughts were of the program. 
I am referring all those who have divorced. 
This program helped me understand what I 
was going through and gave me the 
confidence and strength needed to recover 
from it. With all of my friends being 
married, I felt estranged from those 
relationships because I was no longer a part 
of a couple. 

The transition from married to being single 
is a difficult one. I did not follow all the 
advice that was given at the sessions, but I 
now can see that the advice was valid. I 
have already seen an example of a person 
newly divorced going out and remarrying 
another person they hardly know. Newly 
divorced people are very vulnerable and 
they don't even realize it. I am happy to 
report that I am very stable now, and still 
single. The group I attended helped me to 
obtain this state. 
As a place where it's accepted and "safe" 
to discuss difficult and sad issues. 
A complete safe haven meant to shed light 
on a dark experience. Provides 
understanding, perspective, support, etc. in 
a healthy way. 
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Desperate for ideas with coping. 

I had no idea the subject was written 
about so much and covered so thoroughly 
in divorce recovery courses. I was 
emotionally a basket-case; felt all alone 
and was searching for help. 
Really do not know. 

I had no concept at all of what to expect. 

Before I went through the program I felt 
that it might be a "gripe" session—that is, 
people got together to criticize their 
spouse. Of course this was not the case. 

A support group of people going through 
a similar experience. 
A little scary having to rehash my divorce 
experience in front of total strangers. At 
the same time, a safe place to possibly 
share my emotions. 
Support group that contained people going 
through the same experience. 

Comfort in sharing with such a diverse 
group with common problems. 

A process that involves study, work, rest 
and time to grow and heal. More of a 
systematic approach with stages to getting 
through it and many similar things that 
divorcees experience. 
Gained an understanding of the weakness 
in myself and the marriage that could have 
been addressed and possibly change the 
outcome. 
Divorce is a process that requires you to 
look at your grief or what you're going 
through in steps. 
It was the place where I could "deep 
breathe"~the first time I could just listen 
and not say a word if I didn't want to. Our 
common bond created such an atmosphere 
of acceptance that I could feel my self-
esteem beginning to improve. I think it 
really saved my life- Thank you for this 
great ministry. 
Survival, learning to cope with new 
reality. 
Completely positive, a way to express my 
feelings to individuals with a common 
bond. I would recommend to anyone 
experience this challenging time. 
It is actually the beginning of learning to 
cope with loss and difficulty. 

One other telling portion of the Survey was a section that was neither open-ended 

nor purely quantitative. Respondents were asked to identify reasons for participation in a 

divorce group and were given the option of marking as many reasons as applied to them. 

Listed below are the number of responses for each in a rank ordering of reasons 

considered most important by the number of responses. The survey asked the following 

question below: 
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Listed below are some reasons for participation in a divorce group. Please 

check as many of the following any that may have guided you to enroll in the Divorce 

Recovery Ministry. 

(21) Be among people who share a common life experience 
(19) Gain perspective about moving forward in life 
(18) Find a place where I could experience some understanding 
(16) Find a place where I could have support 
(16) Debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe atmosphere 
(15) Make some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for 

resolution of my issues 
(13) Share my struggles with fellow strugglers 
(6) Find a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something 

significant outside my own life 

This question speaks to what the group members were seeking as they enrolled, 

but expresses these needs in terms of "embrace" factors rather than the language of 

"exclusion." Understood in its intended context, this question allows respondents to 

speak of the embrace needs they had that led them to attend divorce recovery. Of note 

here is that the lowest score for this section is the participants' identity with the concept 

to "commit in covenant." Perhaps the language of covenant and commitment is resisted 

in today's culture. It is possible that the respondents simply do not think of their needs as 

being summed up by "covenant." Still, the collective response would indicate that in 

Volf s terms they hoped to benefit by being in a group that shares covenant features such 

as confidentiality, openness to share, the goal of providing support for each other and 

common purpose of recovery from the divorce reality. Being among a people who 

shared a common life experience was of strong meaning for participants. Similarly, 

respondents perceived the groups to be a potential place where they could be understood. 

Volf s proposed gift of perspective was judged to be of strong benefit to respondents, as 



they processed the pain and ambiguity of their experiences* Fifteen of the twenty-two 

respondents expressed this outcome as a goal. 

In keeping with the major intent of this project thesis, most findings are visually 

represented in terms of "before" and "after" participants' experience in the Divorce 

Recovery program of Second Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. Primarily, the data was 

gathered in order to test for movement toward "embrace" from a starting point of relative 

"exclusion." Although the data do not show the overall degree of "exclusion" to be as 

strong as expected with this group of respondents, there is clear movement toward factors 

that speak to "embrace" as a result. This case is demonstrated by both quantitative and 

qualitative responses in this chapter. As a group leader, I have long held an assumption 

that the least healthy "sufferers" are generally less likely to come to groups and sources 

of help than their better-adjusted counterparts. If valid, this does set up the irony that 

those perhaps most in need of help are not among those in these divorce recovery groups. 

Summary 

Having demonstrated the respondents' needs before they attended the Divorce 

Recovery Ministry at Second-Ponce de Leon, this survey indicates that movement toward 

delivery of embrace was accomplished. The assumption of this project thesis is that 

Volf s theological sub-themes of embrace address corresponding sub-themes of 

exclusion. Participants who responded showed a connection with these measured sub-

themes. Although their part in the project was not to think of themselves in Volf s terms, 

they have stated their cases for why they enrolled and what they believe they gained. If 
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Volf s theological work is valid, then helpful embrace has been made available to them 

through this ministry. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE DIVORCE RECOVERY PROGRAM AT SECOND-

PONCE DE LEON BAPTIST CHURCH AND BEYOND 

What follows is an application of life issues related to divorce, as they could be 

responded to by Christians. This response is shaped largely by the work of Miroslav Volf, 

and then by the potential of the Church to impact life needs. The goal of such an exercise is 

to explore the validity of a support ministry such as Divorce Recovery as a response 

bridging the needs of people with the calling issued by God. The "how-to" of conducting a 

divorce recovery program itself has been presented in chapter three of this paper. These 

conclusions will focus more on the relational and spiritual applications of a ministry such as 

divorce recovery. They will be processed in light of Volf s work as validated by the survey 

project. 

As mentioned throughout this project thesis, central to this effort of evaluating the 

impact of divorce recovery ministry is the work of Volf. He has established a significant 

body of work around the themes of exclusion and embrace. Whether in journals or in 

books authored, his work continues to explore and expand the Church's awareness of its 

responsibility to be social agents of embrace. An assumption basic to this exercise, then, is 

that divorce is an intensely exclusionary event in human life. This exclusion is sometimes 

exacerbated by the responses of Christian people or bodies. Another response is to offer 
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instead a place of support, healing and reflection. The conclusion of this study is that 

divorce recovery ministry is a specific way to live out a theology of embrace. 

Drawing from qualitative responses of the Second-Ponce de Leon Divorce Recovery 

participants, this conclusion and application will be built around some of their perceived 

life realities before and after their time in the ministry groups. The components of this 

section will follow the themes and sub-themes of exclusion and embrace. These are not 

intended to be an exhaustive representation of all the concerns divorcees face, nor of all 

relevant themes from Volf. Instead, they are samples that allow Volf and the Church a 

helpful opportunity to speak words of grace and healing. 

Lessons from Volf s Theological Themes for Understanding Divorce Recovery Ministry 

"Exclusion" and "otherness" capture two of Volf s related themes. Many 

participants look back on their entry point into the divorce recovery ministry and report 

feelings summarized by these qualitative and anecdotal responses: 

• I thought God was pretty mad at us. 

• I've heard that the bible says God 'hates' divorce. 

• I was expecting a pretty heavy dose of judgment must be coming my way. My 

spouse and I failed at marriage. 

• I have noticed that some people—friends and co-workers, etc. don't relate to me 

in quite the same way they used to. Some just don't know what to talk with me about 

anymore. 

• Some have downright shunned me because they picked a side and it was my ex-

spouse's side they picked. 



• I felt lonely. 

A surprising development is the curiosity about what the Bible and the Church have 

to say to divorcees. In talking with other clergy who have led church-based divorce support 

programs, this curiosity is common. This spiritual wondering presents an opportunity to 

address the senses of exclusion and otherness that participants feel. While many 

theologians discuss a secular drift within American culture, at some spiritual core these 

group members who enter a church for help largely do want to dialogue about where God 

might be in their experience. Many divorcees also report a feeling of isolation, loneliness 

or existence as a single person in a married world. 

It is worth noting that these participants have differed over the years in their 

willingness to accept at face value a word of grace. Most have some notion that the Bible 

appears to have words of judgment about "divorce." In fact, many are familiar with the 

Malachi 2:16 intonation of "I hate divorce." If no more, they know that this firm voice of 

God "is in there somewhere." Most find a note of grace and redemption to be a welcome 

response in light of the position that a literal hearing of the bible brings on the subject. 

Others, however, seem unsatisfied unless they have somehow been properly judged and 

chastised for their marital failures. Because individuals and churches arise from varying 

degrees of judgment about divorce, some divorcees will sometimes experience exclusionary 

reactions from Christians about the end of their marriages. 

As for the second issue stated in this section, that of a change in how friends and 

family relate to them, divorcees seem to find themselves dividing up more than just their 

assets. Often, participants speak of having to "divide up the friends." They especially note 



that couples that they had socialized with become less available to them. Participants report 

that these relationships often grow strained. Sources of that strain can be many: loyalty to a 

former spouse, not wanting to appear to choose a side, or the friends related as couples but 

not with just one of the two friends. Sometimes even relationships with their own parents, 

siblings or children are stressed or broken by the occurrence of divorce. Hard feelings 

develop and sides are chosen, often over specific issues or perceptions with strong 

sentiment attached. 

The end result in divorcees is that many find this event of separation to be a time of 

exclusion in their lives. Whether that sense of exclusion is spiritual or relational in nature, 

entry into a divorce recovery ministry happens during a period when many are seeking a 

community to fill these voids. Many wonder if the church has a healing response to offer 

them. 

The church has an opportunity to offer community and grace, even while 

acknowledging the pain caused by the marital failure. In fact, such a clear and real 

approach to processing the divorce is a valid entry point to divorce recovery. Participants 

can discern the difference between the honest introspection they are asked to do in a 

responsible divorce recovery group, versus a heavy-handed prodding to re-hash their pain 

merely for the sake of branding that pain as "sin." 

Having shared portions of their stories, over a period of several weeks, support 

group participants begin to give help to each other. They share community first in their 

experiences. This fosters an ironic sense of what Volf calls "embrace," since their initial 

draw to one another is likely the painful experiences shared in common. Then over time 
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they lend perspective to each other, encouragement to risk in honesty, and companionship 

in confronting the hard realities of their lives. Not only does learning take place, but also 

through the loving act of commitment to the group process they gain a surprising sense of 

confidence that they can invest in healthy relationships with fellow humans. Being 

accepted by others who know their most honest thoughts is quite rewarding to participants. 

Discovering permission to process aloud that intense divorce experience, when family, 

friends and coworkers alike try to stifle such a topic, also meets a powerful need. Having 

such an opportunity facilitated by a church environment is a surprising gift to many who 

had assumed only judgment and condemnation could be expected from a church in this 

exclusionary time of their life. 

Distance from culture and God surface in group discussions and in private sidebars 

alike. Most participants bring some degree of exclusion from their relationships as they 

enter divorce recovery. Many have noticed a change in the way even close friends and 

family members act toward them because of their divorce. Others feel isolated or focused 

upon even by strangers, as though "everyone" knows they have experienced a broken 

marriage. They say things similar to: 

• My friends and family all want me to be "fixed"—in other words they want me 

back to normal since I'm driving them all crazy right now. 

• There's a distance, although it's hard to describe. 

• I felt like everyone was staring at me. 

The supposed commonness of divorce in today's culture does not seem to impact 

Volf s theme of "distance" for many divorcees when their individual situations occur. 
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Many program participants have gotten in touch with this distance from at least a couple of 

stances. Some they report feeling as though "everyone is staring at me." Indeed, one 

participant spoke using the imagery of a "Scarlet 'D'" on her forehead. This voiced her 

own feelings of failure, as well as the perception that all around her had expected "better" 

of her in marriage. The dissolution of that marriage was symbolic of a letdown that reached 

into all her significant relationships, so she may believe. While even all these persons 

could in reality be quite supportive of such a person, the perception of their disappointment 

can be enough to create distance. 

Another powerful source of distance comes from divorcees realizing that so many of 

their friends and family want to "fix" them. After a time, the conversations grow 

monotonous. Soon, even good friends may begin to dodge contact with the individual 

because they do not want to deal with the separation yet again. For some, the prevailing 

value becomes to "fix" or "fix up" the divorcee so that a sense of normalcy can return to 

their relationship and they can move on to happier times. 

Ironically, the Church could discover itself to be in a unique position to connect 

readily with those who have experienced divorce. Why might this be? Perhaps the answer 

is found in Volf s notion of "distance" that is central to our interaction in culture. Volf sees 

a difference between the Church trying to distance itself from the culture versus the Church 

having removed itself from the culture as a result of that reaction. Today, the Church is 

becoming increasingly marginalized by the culture as well. Separated and divorcing 

persons make the case for feelings of isolation because of either hard feelings about their 

relationship ending or the change in marital status affecting their position in some outside 
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relationships. Strangely, Volf could be heard to remind us that believers share a kindred 

position with these who come to the door expressing their exclusion. Christians in today's 

culture should know what being distanced is in the larger marketplace. 

Volf s work points out two obvious factors that make this a hurting person's 

attraction to the Church less than automatic. First, the very excluded ones in painful 

divorce might also share this cultural bias that the church is somehow irrelevant or less than 

real to their lives. In such a view, the church's help might not be sought or even desired. 

Second, the church might likewise choose to sit in judgment against these excluded souls 

because of its view of the sin in divorce. Therefore, they might effectively close the 

figurative doors to hurting souls as either punishment or defense against the presence of 

sinners from a broken society. 

Still, there is a powerful potential between church and divorcee. Congregations can 

offer love, grace and acceptance to those who need these qualities most desperately in a 

wounded life chapter. Likewise, excluded individuals could sense the openness of a church 

in this time of heightened need, perhaps even more strongly than in any other chapter of 

their lives. 

Instead of distance, the powerful and opposing result of community is what the 

church most strongly has to offer divorcees. At its best, the church facilitates community 

because that is part of God's calling for this gathered body. However, this assumes that a 

given church is open to delivering grace and support to divorcees. This also assumes that a 

given church can effectively sound its voice of openness amid the expectation that it will 

instead be judgmental and closed to divorcees. Volf s themes acknowledge the creativity 
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with which the church must enact loving responses in order to embrace. Even a level of 

creative marketing must be acknowledged as the church's initial opportunity to reach 

divorcees with an open invitation to heal. 

There is one more issue. The church must reach out and bridge the distance for 

seemingly pure reasons. If participants sense that a support group is actually being offered 

for evangelical or financial gain, then their sense of distance can become greater rather than 

smaller. The church must search its motivations for offering a ministry such as divorce 

support and have chief among them simply to offer help to hurting persons. Channeling its 

own sense of having been distanced, but not appearing desperate or needy, the church has 

something powerfully relevant to offer to those in exclusion. 

Embrace and learning to "will rightly" is a response that is required in order for 

effective ministry to happen with divorcees. The church has the potential to deliver 

embrace. Participants sometimes discover a power of that embrace found in its own sense 

of surprise. Listening to divorcees talk may bring insights like: 

• My own faith group doesn't even acknowledge the possibility of divorce. When I 

turned out of my condo building and saw a sign in the front yard of the Baptist church 

telling me I could get support in my divorce, I nearly wrecked my car. I felt hope before I 

even called you to sign up! 

• I don't really practice a religion of any sort. I do consider myself spiritual though. 

• I can't believe there is a church that is as open to helping divorced persons as 

much as yours is. 



Divorcees who hold these views of the church's response to their marital failure 

often arrive at divorce recovery in surprise and wonder. Some are simply curious and 

skeptical. Foremost, they want the help they sense is possible there. That is what has 

brought them to the group. But, perhaps they also want their curiosity satisfied. 

Sometimes, they will question the church's motives in the larger group. More often, these 

issues will come out during breaks from discussion or in informal conversation before or 

afterward. One could hear them asking a historical question or a procedural question like, 

"How did your church arrive at the decision to offer divorce recovery." Volf s response 

might tune our ear to hear them differently. There exists the possibility that their curiosity 

may be coming from quite a different, more theologically astute level. 

The "will to embrace" is seen by Volf as unconditional. We must recall that to Volf, 

the will to embrace the other, even the evil other, is a fundamental Christian obligation. As 

stated earlier, the will to give ourselves to others and "welcome" them, the will to readjust 

our identities to make space for them lies at the heart of the church's need to provide 

ministry and culture that reaches out openly to others. 

Anecdotally, church-based divorce recovery programs were very popular in the 

early to mid-1990's. Even then, there were skeptical members who pointed to costs for the 

program versus measurable benefits that might result. Some tried to justify such programs 

by arguing that new members would surely join churches as a result of having attended the 

divorce recovery group. Doubtless, occasional persons did find their way into church 

membership from divorce groups. As the year 2000 approached, many of these programs 

had already closed. Leaders had found the work to be vulnerable, emotionally risky and 



less exciting than other more glitzy ministries. Overhead costs can be difficult to recoup, 

and few measurable results appear demonstrable. 

The church that commits to divorce recovery ministry must be clear about its 

expectations. The church must understand that such an undertaking is much more about 

giving than receiving. If selfish ambitions are needed, there are some benefits to divorce 

work. Among them might be the satisfaction that powerful life need is being addressed 

with humans in pain. Additionally, the impression created by the community knowing of 

such an effort is positive. There might be few church members, if any, in a given divorce 

group. When a church member does face the need for divorce support the resource is 

already established and ready. These are valid reasons to conduct a ministry. 

Programmatic Implications for the Divorce Recovery Ministry 
at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church 

Significant learning has been achieved as a result of engagement in this thesis 

project. The following considerations will be made by this author for future modification 

of the divorce recovery ministry of the Second Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. 

First, consideration should be given to adding a ninth session on the biblical view of 

divorce and remarriage. In the past, my divorce recovery program has had a ninth session 

which dealt with a presentation of "The Bible Speaks on Divorce and Remarriage." This 

session was well-received as judged by participant feedback on previous written surveys 

and the vigorous discussion within most groups engaged. In Atlanta, I have not included 

that session, instead opting to have the groups finish in an even two-month period. There 

could be value to adding that session back into the designed structure so that the church has 

a better opportunity to speak with a different theological voice. 
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Second, there needs to be evaluation of discontinued usage of video segments. 

Feedback from the project survey indicates that participants are not enjoying the videotaped 

material by Bill Flanagan. This feedback needs to be heard thoughtfully. Dr. Flanagan's 

presentations draw from his decades of experience with divorce recovery ministries. 

Anecdotally, the group times inevitably feature much positive reference to Flanagan's 

presentations. Even when there is disagreement or question about Flanagan's material, the 

conversation is lively and engaging. This is a function of group members' reactions to his 

thoughts more than it is my own facilitation. I judge the material that groups gain from his 

presentations to be vitally important, even if not entertaining. If removed, this material 

might still need to be presented in some way. Group discussion would likely be lengthened 

in the absence of the video segments. Is the primary reason for the negative feedback 

rooted in an "entertainment" issue? If so, how much credence should I give that? Could a 

solution be that I do a more skillful job of framing the video segments before showing the 

first one? Is there merit to Second-Ponce de Leon producing its own in-house version of 

the same material? 

Third, there needs to be follow-up with participants to see if they develop awareness 

of needs that warrant addressing after conclusion. This would be a pastoral care outreach to 

participants, offering them a chance to voice on-going needs that they perceive after 

completion of the program. Sometimes, after a time, past participants will call or e-mail me 

for an appointment. Inevitably, there will be some new insight or a new life experience that 

has unlocked an issue with which they are struggling. Most times, a conversation with me, 

or a referral to a counselor, appears to be of great help to them. Perhaps I should explore 
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the time and resources that would be involved in reaching out to them? Would I be able to 

devote any more time to this ministry than I already do? Would some participants take that 

outreach as an invitation to effectively "invent" a problem to address as a way of staying 

attached to the program? Theseissues need to be considered. 

Finally, consideration should be given to the resumption of a Survey Instrument for 

the purpose of on-going programmatic evaluation. At my previous church, there was a 

brief survey instrument that we utilized. Its source was actually a copyright permitted 

booklet from which the video session guides are also provided. We got helpful feedback on 

the program from the returned surveys. In an ongoing way, that type of information might 

be of value so that the program remains fresh and relevant. 

Resources For Providing a Healthy Divorce Ministry That Embraces 

The well-intentioned church that chooses to provide a divorce recovery ministry of 

embrace must be prepared to invest with resources and intentionality. Simply offering such 

a ministry out of good intentions will not insure that embrace is facilitated. The following 

issues will need to be considered by any church anticipating implementation of such a 

program: 

First, skilled leadership will be required. Ideally, leaders will have been mentored 

or at least instructed by leaders from other divorce programs that are judged to provide 

embrace. These leaders may or may not have experienced divorce themselves, but must be 

persons with solid group leadership skills. Ministers, counselors and empathetic church 

members can connect with divorcees, but they must be open to learning from and with their 

participants. They must be able to facilitate in a manner that keeps the group experience 
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within the realm of support and not lapsing over into therapy-based practices. They must 

facilitate in a way that keeps primacy on the divorcees' process rather than on the agenda of 

their own life story and needs. A skilled leader can stir the group discussion with open-

ended questions and small doses of wisdom and instruction. A good leader will keep the 

discussion moving in a balanced way so that some participants are drawn out of their 

quietness while others are kept from dominating. It is the recommendation of this project 

thesis that a basic understanding of Volf s theology of "exclusion and embrace" would be 

helpful as potential leaders consider their own programmatic design. A reading of this 

thesis is recommended. 

Second, consideration must be given as to up-front investment in costs for training 

and print or electronic resources that are necessary for design and implementation of the 

program. There may be video resources or textbooks that are directly utilized in sessions. 

Leaders will need their own support resources to help either with facilitation skills or 

background study on divorce and healthy relationships. 

Third, support resources for the program need to be available. Among these should 

be counselors for referral of participants as needed. Today, a skilled life-transition coach 

might be of help to participants for moving forward in new chapters of their lives. 

Fourth, clearly defined criteria for determining success or failure of such a program 

are required. This thesis project would propose Volf s themes and sub-themes concerning 

exclusion and embrace to be a valid means for evaluating. Also, there must be a staunch 

willingness to guard the program against those from the church who would attempt to 



77 

attach bottom-line type criteria such as members-added-to-the-church or financial returns 

from volume of participants paying fees. 

Additionally, leaders in this type of program must have the discipline to resist 

attempting to "fix" participants and their marriages. Many divorce recovery programs 

actually work from the assumption that the participants come from irretrievably broken 

marriages. The participants come seeking support, perspective and a way to move forward 

in their lives. 

A sixth need for such programs is a discerning ability to self-generate leadership. 

Eventually, if a program grows large enough that multiple small groups are needed, 

ongoing evaluation of participants will need to be undertaken. This exercise in judgment is 

done with the purpose of the ministry generating future leaders from within. Original 

leadership of the program may have to be replaced or added to. A healthy program knows 

who its potential future leaders are by the time these promising individuals complete their 

times in the group. 

Finally, grace as a value that delivers embrace, rather than guilt that delivers further 

exclusion must be at the heart of all such programs for divorcees. The church is entitled to 

its own sense of hurt or disillusionment that divorce occurs. However, those who provide a 

divorce recovery ministry must frame their efforts in a perspective that understands the fact 

of divorce in our society. The church does not have to compromise the standard that 

recognizes God has intended the gift of marriage to be unbroken and fulfilling, While a 

divorce program may choose to engage the spiritual issues of divorce, the end result that 

delivers embrace is grace when such a disappointment occurs. 
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Summary 

Divorce recovery ministry programs, and others like them that minister to suffering 

individuals, are not easy. They call ministers and leaders to walk alongside those in great 

pain. These hurting persons can be difficult companions. Leaders need to accept that they 

cannot save individuals from self-destructive patterns, but perhaps they can at least shed 

light on less productive patterns and coping mechanisms. Nor can leaders expect 

participants to engage in the life of the church very often. Some will come to the program 

already attached to a different church of their own. Others have no interest in a faith group 

at all. Most participants will disappear back into the city again upon completion of the 

recovery work. Still, Christ's call to support and to uphold is upon believers who have the 

resources and will to help. 

When a church offers a well-designed program of divorce recovery, it provides a 

support experience for excluded individuals. Life needs of embrace are met, or at least they 

are addressed. Support ministry, in keeping with Christ's model of upholding those who 

are hurting, provides a trustworthy place for persons mired in "otherness" to reconnect with 

possibilities such as covenant, hope and belonging. 
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at 
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Participant Resources 
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Divorce Recovery 
Registration 

SECOND 
PONCE 
DE LEON 
BAPTIST 
CHURCH 

Spring 2007 

Name 

Address 

City, State, Zip 

Daytime Phone ( ) Home Phone ( ) 

E-mail 

Divorce status: (circle one) Separated Divorced 

How long? 

Fee paid: Y N 

I found the Divorce Recovery Program at Second-Ponce through: 

(please check all that apply) 

banner in front yard of church 

ad in local publication 

word-of-mouth (past participants) 

referral from counselor or therapist 

church publicity (newsletter, website, announcements etc.) 
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ii 
SECOND 
PONCE 
DE LEON 
BAPTIST 
CHURCH 

Welcome to Divorce Recovery at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church! 

While this is a painful time in your life, we are honored that you are spending this portion 
of your healing effort with us. We hope that you will feel comfortable here among us. 

Here are some tidbits that you might be wondering about: 

• Our program begins at 6:30 pm and ends by 8:00. We'll be prompt in both of 
those, especially in consideration of our childcare and building personnel. Fee is 
$50, payable to Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church (memo line: Divorce 
Recovery). We'll run eight (8) weeks, meeting each Wednesday night. Fee 
includes your book, Growing Through Divorce by Jim Smoke. 

• Attendance is vital to our experience. You are adults. Attendance can not be 
mandated. Part of your journey to recovery is built on your willingness to follow 
through on commitments you make with others. Your fellow participants will be 
relying on you to be here in order for the group to be all that it can be. Said 
another way, this experience is about more than just you. Everyone will have 
something that causes them to miss a session. Please make it a priority to do what 
you have to for these weeks to try not to miss, though. Others are counting on 
you. 

• In case of inclement weather, please call our church office at 404-266-8111. In 
the event of closure and program cancellation we will have a special recorded 
greeting. It will not reference the Divorce Recovery program specifically, but it 
will advise you that events are cancelled or altered. Call it during the afternoon so 
as to get the most up-to-date information. 

• Our Wednesday evening meal is served from 5 pm until 6:15. Reservations are 
not necessary. Fellowship Hall is located just upstairs as you enter the main 
church (Chapel) building. Please feel free to take advantage if it will help you to 
make your schedule work better. We hope that you'll enjoy the fellowship! 
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• We offer this opportunity for you as a part of your healing. It is available for 
our people, but most participants will be from the broader community. As such, 
we will not be "pushing" the general program of the church unduly. However, 
you are welcome at all church activities. We would love to talk further about 
Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church with you. There is an information display 
with brochures and flyers about many of our programs and ministries. Please feel 
free to call me for more info at 404-591-4341 or e-mail at cqualls@spdl.org. Our 
web site is www. Spdl.org. 

You are our honored guest! 

mailto:cqualls@spdl.org
http://Spdl.org


83 

What is Divorce "recovery" anyway? 

The recovery experience at Second-Ponce de Leon is... 

.. .a group encounter that offers support through the presence of others who are at 
relatively the same place you are on your journey. You are not alone in your pain. 

.. .about discovering the power of telling your story, and doing so in an appropriate 
context. This is crucial for your recovery, since so much of your world is spent in circles 
where frankly, it is not appropriate for this to be a constant topic for conversation. You'll 
quickly wear out your surrounding world, and distance friends, co-workers as well as 
family members. Hearing your own words carries currency for life! 

.. .not a therapy experience. It is a support atmosphere. This means that no one will 
challenge or push you unduly here, nor chastise you if a particular question or topic 
causes you to answer with "pass." 

.. .a learning opportunity. Discover a language of processing your story. Learn through 
the self-awareness you'll build in the readings, videos and discussion. Live speakers also 
bring awareness of life lessons and will help you to apply what you learn moving 
forward. 

"Recovery" experiences in divorce move you further ahead by. . . 

.. .giving you a chance to commit to being part of something beyond yourself. For each 
other, you'll be "wounded healers" (Henri Nouen) 

.. .helping you to process aloud, and within, this crisis that has come your way. 

... re-connecting you to the relationships around you with a healthier perspective on 
yourself and others. You may permit yourself to dream that you could love again one 
day. 

.. .reminding you that quality relationships of every kind demand work and investment 
if they are to make it. 

.. .calling you to re-discover yourself outside a relationship with a significant other. 
Most credible professionals will encourage you to pledge to a minimal period without 
dating, and certainly without involving yourself in a serious relationship. And, no—you 
probably aren't the exception you think you are. 

By coming through our door, you 've taken a step you should be proud of! 



Re-issuing the call 
Divorce Recovery is worth the work 

By Charles Quails 

"I crossed that finish-line and 
thought to myself, 'If I can run a 
marathon I can get rid of me a 
husband!'" So said Dominique, a 52-
year old office professional of her 
decision to file for divorce. The mother 
of two adult children, she had recently 
found that her husband had a secretive 
second family. Running has been 
therapeutic for her, but the divorce 
support group was a bold step. Cheryl is 
a forty year-old sales person also in the 
divorce recovery group. Her twenty-
year marriage has just entered into 
separation, and the battle with her 
husband is on. Her kids actually asked 
her to leave the house, so her isolation is 
magnified. Successful in her own 
career, she'll be okay financially. It's 
her heart—and her confidence—that are a 
little dinged up. Darcy is a 48-year old 
graduate student. Her marriage of 18 
years ended recently when her husband 
announced reconciliation with his first 
wife. In divorce recovery, she realized 
they never really connected emotionally 
to begin with. 

By now, you may be noting that 
all these stories are of women. Of 
course there are men in divorce recovery 
groups, but women do turn out in 
noticeably larger numbers. These real 
life participants found each other in a 
divorce recovery group and began an 
unlikely friendship around their shared 
life passage. They likely wouldn't have 
found each other socially. Now, they 
support each other and go out 
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a 
occasionally to stay in touch since the 
group has ended. 

Turn back the calendar ten or 
fifteen years and churches were 
pioneering in the work of support groups 
for divorced and separated persons. 
Now, groups are surprisingly hard to 
find. One pastor offers candidly, "We 
found out it's hard work doing a divorce 
group. That, and churches figured out 
that they weren't going to gain all that 
many new members by offering these 
groups." Indeed, divorce groups are 
about offering much more than they are 
about getting back. So, is there a case to 
be made that validates this ministry? 

There are at least three strong 
legs to stand on. What happens when a 
church reaches out to its community by 
offering a support experience like 
Divorce Recovery? First, life needs are 
being met IF the group is structured well 
and offered with a degree of 
competence. Weak, manipulative or 
guilt-producing divorce work is not 
supportive. Done well, this sort of help 
is in keeping with Christ's modeling to 
uphold those who are hurting. Next, 
churches provide a trustworthy place for 
their own members and friends to 
receive help when divorce or separation 
arises. While groups may come and go 
with only community members in them, 
there will be occasions when church or 
family members need a place to turn to. 
Another consideration is the degree to 
which the church's reputation is 
strengthened by offering ministries such 
as divorce work. A banner in the front 
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yard advertising such a program speaks 
well. It entices passersby to consider 
what kind of congregation might offer 
such support, even in the eyes of those 
who have no need for the group. 

David is a highly successful 
professional who was married for ten 
years. His wife struggles with substance 
abuse. He has been living on his own 
since he filed for divorce. Court 
proceedings have begun working on the 
details of their separation. He went 
through two levels of a divorce recovery 
program and then found himself 
considering whether to reconcile with 
his wife. While this outcome is quite 
unusual, he says he's thankful for the 
program. "It allowed me to do the 
reflecting I needed to. I learned a lot 
about myself, and about what's been 
wrong with our marriage. I don't know 
whether we'll pull it back together or 
not. I do know that I'm on the road to 
being okay if we don't. And, I know 
some of the patterns I don't want to 
repeat if we do." 

So, what does a church need to 
be ready for if it is to offer a healthy 
version of a divorce support group? 
Here are some ingredients in good 
divorce support work: 
• Skilled leadership that connects with 

divorcing participants. This does not 
have to be left exclusively to other 
divorcees. Ministers, counselors and 
empathetic church members can 
connect, but they'd better be willing 
to learn from their participants. 

• A willingness to not attach bottom-
line type growth or financial 
numbers to such a program in order 
to justify it. 

• Support resources for the program, 
such as counselors for referral as 

needed or a skilled life-transition 
coach. 

• Up-front investment in costs for 
training and print/electronic 
resources. There will also be 
promotional/advertising costs if 
offered to the community at large. 
Fees can be structured so that cost-
recovery eventually happens. 

• The discipline to resist trying to "fix" 
participants and their marriages. 
Most divorce support groups actually 
work from the assumption that their 
participants' marriages are 
irretrievably broken. Also, grace 
needs to be the predominant theme 
rather than guilt. Participants 
already feel badly enough when they 
enter. 

• A sharp eye toward recycling healthy 
participants back in as leaders within 
the program later on. 

Divorce recovery groups, and 
others like them, are not always easy. 
They cause ministers and leaders alike to 
walk into murky water with human 
beings in pain. Participants are not 
always easy to be around, and 
sometimes the leaders will have to 
remember that they can't save everyone 
from self-destructive patterns. Most 
participants will come in and use the 
church's program, only to disappear 
back into the city again upon 
completion. Still, Christ's call to 
support and to uphold is upon believers 
who have the resources to be of help. 

One story reflects the growth and 
self-awareness that can happen in a good 
support group. A new, entry-level 
group of divorce recovery participants 
were scheduled to start within a week. 
The leader was finishing his time with 
participants who were winding down an 
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advanced level in the same program. 
One participant said, "you go down there 
next week and tell those folks that we 
said they're going to be okay." Others 
nodded in agreement. The next week, 
that very word was passed along to the 
entering divorce participants. Nine 
weeks later, as they closed out their time 

in the program, the same leader asked 
them what they might have to say to a 
next group someday. Darcy responded, 
"you tell them we said they're going to 
be okay." A surprised expression 
washed across her face and she added, 
"Hey—that's what the other group told 
you to tell us!" And so it is. 

(Charles Quails is Associate Pastor for Pastoral Care at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist 
Church in Atlanta. If you would like to dialogue further, or ask about helpful 
resources you can e-mail Charles at cquaHs(a)spdl.ore) 



87 

7 Myths About Your Divorce Experience 
(You'llNeed to Confront These in Order to Grew SutVlVe!) ii 

1. / should just get back on the horse and ride again. 
This is the first place your friends and family go when they get down and start 

whispering advice in your ear. And, they mean well. In fact, they've often picked out the 
next person for you to love already! That "looker" who just moved into the neighborhood, 
or the "really cute guy" at work. Problem is, this approach doesn't fix anything. Falling 
right back into "love" only distracts you from the pain. And, it ups the chances that you'll 
go right back out and repeat the same relational patterns with the exact same person. Only 
this time— they'll have a different name and may even look different. You won't see it 
coming until you're in a relationship again and start feeling creepy. Instead, take time to 
determine what happened and learn from it; take a minimum of one lap around the calendar 
after your divorce experience. And another lap once you find yourself in a new love. 

2. Everything happens for a reason, as if God did this (divorce) to us. 
This way of believing is awfully popular these days. And, if the celebrities on 
Entertainment Tonight are your best substitute for theologians, then it at least sounds cool 
to hear them say it. Trouble is, this belief doesn't square with any theology I've ever 
taught or preached. And, you'll find it flimsy to stand on in your crisis. Because sooner or 
later, you're going to get around to asking "Well then why would a loving God do this (or 
cause this, or allow this) just to teach me something?" The bible makes a case that God not 
only isn't the author of evil, but isn't capable of causing evil or pain. Let's start with the 
only fact we have to work with: your divorce happened. Human causes are much more at 
the center of our difficulty than cosmic or spiritual ones much of the time. The better 
question might be, "Where will God BE in my divorce experience, since it did happen?" I 
can't make you believe as I do about this theological matter. But I do at least want to raise 
the question for you. Wrestle with it, and see where you come out. 

3. Having gone through this, I won't make the same mistake again. 
Yes, most will if some real emotional work isn't done. What makes you different from so 
much of the rest of society that lives in patterns of behavior? Some of these patterns work 
better for us than others, but humans tend to live in patterns more so than in random 
decisions. In order to do things differently the next time, you'll have to take the time to 
heal and to learn. "How much time?" you ask. It varies from person to person. Depends 
on your particular issues, and at what pace you make the discoveries/learn the lessons that 
re-shape what drives your way of loving. Simply having experienced something once 
doesn't mean it won't happen again. 

4. I'm not sure I can ever trust or love again. 
It can happen— but for many of you the will to love again takes time. Some hit the 

dating scene like they're on a mission to "get out there!" and do it right this time. Others 
would say, "I'm personally interested in more certainty because I never want to go through 
this again." Bottom line is there are no guarantees, but if you do what one lawyer 
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participant termed "extensive due diligence" you'll stand a better chance. That means no 
shortcuts to the vulnerable, risky emotional exploration that EVERY person who has gone 
through a divorce needs to do. Ask yourself some questions: 

• How did this happen? 
• What was my mixture of blame in the whole scenario? (This question often 

seems preposterous to most participants, and this issue alone can take months to 
surface after divorce!) 

• What patterns of relating do I bring to the table that could need some attention? 
• What help do I need in order to do the work of "recovery"? 
• What will my version of recovery be? 
• What would a healthy relationship look like (sound like, feel like) if I were in 

one? 

5. Time heals all wounds. If I can stay busy enough I will heal 
This mindset is instinctive, and almost always quite destructive. Among other things, 

your divorce experience is a loss. The work of divorce-grief closely approximates the grief 
of human death in our lives. You must deal with it and work on healing. You must move 
toward growth that is only possible as you deal with the grief. You will need to spend 
enough time to unplug and reflect. That's not easy in our culture of noise, speed and 
distraction. But take this to the bank—your grieving will wait on you! There is no such 
thing as healthfully "busying" your way through something while you heal. It'll be there 
years later if you defer your grief. Name it, work on it, and grow. 

6. I'm the exception to the above issues. I learned my lessons while it was happening. 
No, you are probably not the exception you think you are. You probably weren't 

learning in real-time; others around you were. But probably not you. We'll tell ourselves 
that we are strong, or our friends and family will tell us that we're smart and different. 
Convincing yourself that you are exceptional is more likely a defense born of denial. Take 
an honest look at yourself and see if you are so convincing in your readiness to "move on" 
without a period of support and hard emotional work. 

7. But, I don't have the time or the emotional energy to do the hard work it sounds like 
I need to—I'm a busy person. 

Yes you do. We do what we decide is important to do. And, you'll need to so that you 
can live a more freed journey as you move forward with your life. If you have the baggage 
of this experience hanging around still to be unpacked, you'll be held back. On the other 
hand, learning and growing will make you a better person for the experience. If you do the 
work you'll move on to more possibility in life. Including the possibility of healthy and 
enjoyable relationships of all kinds. Remember—these issues will wait on you. 

Charles Quails is associate pastor at the historic Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church in the Buckhead 
community of Atlanta. Since 1995, he has worked with over 1400 participants in more than 30 divorce 
recovery groups. You can reach Charles by e-mailing caualLs(a),sndLors. © 2007. 



[89] 
Session 1: Content for Participants 

For Participants: Video Content 
Outline — Session 1 

Title: "Is This Really Happening To Me?" 
The Three Stages of the Divorce Experience 

Objectives for the series: 
1. Facilitate new friendships. 
2. Practice mutual need therapy. 
3. Share struggles with fellow stragglers. 
4. Understand the divorce experience. 
5. Destroy the myths about divdrce. 

. Myths about divorce: 
1. I will die. 
2. The world will end. 
3. No one understands. 
4. Relatives/family wiD hate me. 
5. God will hate me. 
6. Children will become delinquents. 
7. I will starve. 
8. My house and car will disintegrate. 
9. I will be fired. 

10. Everyone is looking at me. 

Stages of the divorce experience: 
1. Shock 

a. Kubler-Ross' death stages: 
(1) Denial 
(2) Anger 
(3) Bargaining 
(4) Depression 
(5) Acceptance 

b. Ways of dealing with shock 
(1) Internalize 
(2) Externalize 
(3) Actualize 

2. Adjustment 
3. Growth 



Session 1: Activities for Participants 

For Participants: Small Group 
Activities — Session 1 

Guidelines for Group Discussion: 
1. May say "pass" to any question 
2. Confidentiality 
3. All are given a chance to speak before anyone speaks again. 

1. Which of the ten myths of divorce do you identify with? "Why? 
2. From list of "goals," which ones brought you here? Are there other reasons you came? What 

would you like this workshop to do in your life? 
3. Which of the three stages of divorce are you in right now? Where are you struggling or hurting 

the most? 
4. How did the following people react to your divorce? 

. — Ex-spouse 
*' — Children 

—Priends 
— Relatives 

5. What effects has your divorce had on your life — socially, spiritually, financially, emotionally, 
etc.? 

For Session 2: 
Read Chapter 3 in Growing Through Divorce and do the working guide at die back of die book. 
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Session 3: Content for Participants 

For Participants: Video Content 
Outline — Session 3 

Title: "Assuming New Responsibilities" 
Planning for Yourself and Your Future 

Two kinds of marriages: 

1. Dependent: One (or both) leans on the other for support. 
2. Interdependent: Both maintain uniqueness and togetherness. 

Assume responsibility for: 

1. Your part of the failure of the marriage. 
2. Your present situation. 
3. Not projecting future success on someone else (contingency-type-goal). 
4. Myself. 

Quotes: 
"If you're wasting time, you're wasting your life." 

"Plan the rest of your life as if you won't marry again." 

"You can fly, but that cocoon has got to go." 

"I have learned in whatever state I am to be content." (Philippians 4:11) 

"You can't steer a parked carl" 

IS 



Session 3: Activities for Participants 

For Discussion: 
In assuming responsibility for your own growth: 
1. What are some areas where you would like to grow? 
2. What are some barriers or problems you struggle with in your attempt to grow? 
3.. Are any of your goals "contingency-type"? Which ones? How? 
4. What are some strengths you now bring and you would like to have to reach your goals? 
5. What are some practical steps you can take to start assuming your new responsibilities and 

reaching your goals? 

For Session 4: 
Read Chapter 5 (especially for parents) and Chapter 7 (for non-parents) in Growing Through 
Divorce 
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Session 2: Content for Participants 

For Participants: Video Content 
Outline — Session 2 

Title: Coping With Your Ex-Spouse" 
A Relational Reality That Continues To Exist 

Four levels of relationship with ex-spouse: 
1. Ongoing and continuing contact 
2. Only exists because you are parent 
3. Memory of a relationship that used to be and doesn't exist now 
4. No longer living 

"Hate propels, fuels; eventually the person is consumed and burned out." 

Eight kinds of Divorce: 
1. Victim 
2. Problem 
3. Little boy-little girl 
4. I was conned 
5. Shotgun 
6. Menopause 
7. No-fault 
8. Rat-race 

Steps to recovery/getting ex-spouse in focus: 
1. Take one day at a time. 
2. Make the break as clean as possible. 
3. Quit accepting responsibility for your ex-spouse. 
4. Don't let your children intimidate you. 

' 5. Don't get trapped in your immature state. 
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Session 2: Activities for Participants 

For Participants: Small Group 
Activities - Session 2 

1. Which of the eight causes of divorce best describe your divorce? 

2. Describe your current feelings toward the person you once loved. How would you like to feel 
about him/her? 

3. What is the toughest part of breaking up for you? 

4. Which of the five guidelines in coping with your ex-spouse are easiest for you? Which one of 
them would you like to work on this week? 
a. Take detachment one day at a time. 
b. Try to make the break as clean as possible. 
c. Stop taking responsibility for your ex-spouse. 
d. Don't let your children intimidate you. 
e. Don't get trapped in your immature state. 

For Session 3: 
Read Chapters 4 & 6 in Growing Through Divorce and do the working guide at the back of the 
book. 
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Session 4: Content for Participants 

For Participants: Video Content 
Outline — Session 4 

Title: "Being a Single Parent" 
Becoming a Whole Family 

Single Parent Problems: 
1. My circuits are on overload: less time and money, emotions stressed, too much or too little 

children. 
2. Resentment: "Where are you when I need you?," "You only need me when there is a problem." 
3. Lack of respect: non custodial parent becomes an entertainer. 
4. Feel trapped: "Help, I'm a prisoner." 

Guidelines: 
1. Don't try to be both parents. 
2.- Don't force children to play the part of a departed parent. 
3. Fmd a new sense of family. 
4. Be honest and open with your kids. 
5. Don't put your ex-spouse down in front of your children. 
6. Don't have children be undercover agents. 
7. Children need both a mother and a father. 
8. Don't become a "Disney" daddy or "Magic Mountain" mommy. 

Positive experiences: 
1. New personal growth 
2. New freedom 
3. New partnership with your kids 
4. New friends 
5. Spiritual development 

Negative experiences: 
1. Loneliness 
2. Lack of structure 
3. Guilt 
4. Pressure from families 

Two things parents need to give their children: roots and wings! 
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For Participants: Small Group 
Activities 

Session 4 — Parents 
1. Identify the people in your family and a positive characteristic about each one. 
2. Describe how your children feel about their (your) home. 
3. How would your child define your "ex" from your perspective? Do you want that to change? 

How could you do that? 
4. Which of the negative experiences do you most identify with? Which ones are you struggling with 

most? 
5. Which of the positives are you experiencing, and wanting to experience? 
6. What are you finding are the greatest opportunities/challenges of being a single parent? 
7. Have you become a member of "God's family?" If yes, describe how that happened to you. 

Optional: Where are you giving your children roots and wings? 
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Session 4: Activities for Participants (Non-parents) 

For Participants: Small Group 
Activities 

Session 4 — Non-parents 
1. In growing up, where did your parents give you roots and wings? (use if viewing the video) 
2. Who is family for you today? Describe each person, noting a positive characteristic. 
3. Describe the kind of relationship you have now with the family into which you were bom. How 

did they feel about your divorce? 
4. How did your divorce affect your concepts and feelings about your family? 
5. If you have a supportive family around you, describe how you feel about it and how it helps you. 
6. Have you become a member of "God's family"? K you have, how did that happen? 

For Session 5: 
Head Chapter 8 in Growing Through Divorce and do the working guide at the back of the book. 
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Session 5: Content for Participant 

For Participants: Video Content 
Outline — Session 5 

Title: "Finding and Experiencing Forgiveness" 
Discovering a New Family 

Quotes: 
"Forgiveness is crucial for healing to take place." 

"Forgiveness is giving up all claim on one who has hurt you . . ." (Smedes) 

"Forgiveness is surrendering my right to hurt back." (Hart) 

"Only a person who risks can be free." 

"God hates divorce, but loves divorced people." (Malachi 2:16) 

Consequences that happen to us when we don't 
forgive: 
1. Led by our anger and pain. 
2. Directed by negative memories. 
3. Don't act freely. 
4. Keep controlling grasp on situation and people. 
5. Pressured by tension and stress. 
6. Shorten our life span. 
7. Relationships with people are strained. 
8. Relationship with God is weakened. 
9. live with little feeling of self worth. 

10. Feel unrelieved of guilt. 

Forgiveness is . . . (see above quotes) 
Experience of getting hate out. . . Action! 

1. Conscious decision 
2. Showing mercy 
3. Acceptance 
4. Risky 
5. Accepting apology 
6. A way of living 
7. Choosing to love 

Steps/Truths 
1. God forgives me. 
2. I forgive me. 
3. I forgive ex-spouse and ask ex-spouse's forgiveness (This latter is crucial). 
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Session 6: Content for Participants 

For Participants: Video Conter* 
Outline — Session 6 

Title: 'Thinking About New Relationships" 
Relating, Dating and Mating 

Dimensions of mature relationship: 
1. Proper speed — "Need lap around the calendar." 
2. Quality — "Most of life is lived in the area of responsibility not recreation." 
3. Depth — "Result of speed and quality in proper balance." 

Attributes of responsibility: 
1. Confidence/Trust 
2. Communication 
3. Commitment 
4. Criticism 

5. Community 

"A scar is -a sign of healing to remind us of something extremely painful in the past." 

People in Divorce Recovery Workshop reunite one year later and share their stories. 
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Session 6: Activities for Participants 
[100] 

For Participants: Small Group 
Activities — Session 6 

For discussion: 
1. What are some of the fears you have when you think about building new friendships? 

2. What have you learned about yourself at this stage of your divorce? 

3. How do you feel about dating? i.e. excited, frightened, nervous, cautious. 

4. What three goals would you set for yourself in a remarriage? 

For closure: 
Visualize where you 
would like to be in 
one year: 

Fears you have & 
barriers you see that 
may keep you from 
getting there: 

Steps to take to get 
there: 

Resources (help) I 
need to get there 

30 
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Nurturing the other intimacies 
Intimacy — in all its many forms — can transform your marriage, if 
you are willing to fully unleash it 

1> 

By Charles Quails 

Billy Bob Thornton and Angelina 
Jolie wore vials of each other's blood as 
pendants dangling from necklaces. Their 
marriage didn't make it. 

Teenagers get T-shirts printed 
with the name of this week's love. Tattoo 
parlors have never been more popular — 
first for imprinting and later for 
removing those testimonies to undying 
love. 

Although overt symbols of 
enduring love are common in society, 
real intimacy is in short supply today. 
It's a rarity to find a married couple who 
seem to have their act together — the 
ones who seem to know what each other 
is tliinking, who communicate in 
wordless sentences. They are also the 
ones whose closeness can annoy the rest 
of us who are less adjusted. 

Intimacy is a concept our culture 
tends to short-change, reducing it to 
mere sexual expression. But intimacy — 
in all its many forms — has meaning that 
can transform your marriage if you are 
willing to fully unleash it. With a little 
attention to each other, and a desire to 
grow toward a mature relationship, 
couples can become more connected 
than they ever dreamed. 

Michael was a husband who 
made a startling discovery. After several 
years of marriage, he sent his wife a 
greeting card that told how she had 
emerged as his best friend. For the first 
years of their dating and marriage, he 
had envisioned her as being many things 

— wife and mother were primary. 
Having grown up without many friends, 
the role of friend for his wife had not 
occurred to him. The card described 
several ways in which he had found her 
to be the surprise friend he had always 
needed. 

Otis Andrews is a family-life 
counselor in Macon, Ga. His wife, 
Deigie, is his partner in an avocation that 
has seen them travel far and wide. They 
spend several weekends a year leading 
marriage enrichment retreats. As early 
leaders in the Christian marriage 
movement, the Andrewses have seen 
their disciples come back year after year. 

The Andrewses draw lessons 
from their own decades of marriage. One 
of the more colorful stories occurred 
early in their marriage. Otis confesses 
that he had fallen into a sloppy pattern of 
listening. More and more, Deigie fought 
to make eye contact when his attention 
was elsewhere. One day, she stood in the 
doorway between the kitchen and den, 
catching him up on a subject she found 
interesting. For at least ten minutes, they 
bantered back and forth. Mostly, Deigie 
led the chat. Finally, she said, "Otis, look 
at me!" As his head turned, he saw that 
Deigie had been standing there without a 
stitch of clothing on. 

A healthy marriage features 
intimacy at its core. While some partners 
bring a great deal of relational ability to 
the table, most marriages find health 
only after a lot of work. Some couples 
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never arrive, drifting off into self-need 
and individuality. 

The concept of intimacy is 
broader than most of us have been 
trained to think. The Andrews realize 
that we function in several areas of 
intimacy within marriage. An enriched 
relationship will find health in these 
areas. For some of this intimacy, we 
work hard. In other cases, we look back 
and celebrate what has developed along 
the way. 

Here are six types of intimacy 
found in healthy marriages, as described 
by the Andrewses. Consider the breadth 
represented by these areas, each vital to 
marriage. Celebrate those that are your 
strengths. Be honest where you are 
challenged. 

Emotional intimacy 

When you feel close emotionally with 
your spouse, there is freedom to risk. 
You feel safety and permission to be 
yourself. Your partner meets your 
emotional needs in a healthy way and 
within acceptable boundaries. You sense 
that both of you are often experiencing 
the same thing, whether it be positive or 
negative. The risk/reward equation 
permits you to be vulnerable with your 
partner about feelings, thoughts and 
emotions. 

Sexual intimacy 

Younger couples may have sex more 
frequently than do older couples. But 
couples who have been together longer 
often have more to express. This evolves 
from what they've learned about how to 
communicate physically. There is a 
sensitivity that can develop and a 

"language" forged that is uniquely theirs. 
The fun part is that occasionally a new 
dialect develops! 

Intellectual intimacy 

You feel understood and respected 
whether you agree or disagree on a given 
issue. In a healthy relationship, the 
competition for intellectual "superiority" 
has been given over to an appreciation 
for each other's strengths. There is 
permission to muse, spar and process on 
a range of topics. There is less desire to 
"win" in discussions or decision-making 
and more of a desire to enjoy each 
other's minds and abilities. There is 
permission to branch off into individual 
areas of interest, but also a common 
place in the relationship where 
individual endeavors can be shared. 

Work intimacy 

Work intimacy lets you draw enrichment 
from doing projects together. Work 
around the house, volunteering or 
serving at church together are just a few 
examples. Sometimes a couple may be 
able to make a living working together, 
although this arrangement can test a 
partnership. A healthy relationship does 
not require that work be done together, 
but working together can help a couple 
discover more about themselves. Values 
are expressed in work. Work 
accomplishes a shared goal, and that is 
satisfying in itself. And it provides an 
arena where the couple can exercise its 
"muscles" of cooperation and 
resourcefulness. 
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Crisis intimacy 

Every marriage encounters crisis at some 
point — it's not if but when. Crisis will 
draw you closer together or pull you 
apart. It will magnify both relational 
strengths and weaknesses. Crises 
handled well will help a couple develop 
positive crisis intimacy. How a crisis is 
handled may shed light on how future 
situations will be handled, even if the 
circumstances differ. Take care to keep a 
big-picture perspective when under 
pressure. 

Spiritual intimacy 

Spiritual intimacy can develop from 
individual or joint searches for God and 
sometimes can transcend words. Like 
intellectual intimacy, spiritual intimacy 
does not require agreement on all 
matters. But couples who find 
themselves differing greatly will find the 
negotiation of boundaries to be 
complicated. There must be some unity 
within this diversity in order for couples 
to find positive spiritual intimacy. 

Bonus: Intimacy and "We-ness" 
The Andrewses have a term they 

use for a couple that achieves intimacy 
on several levels -- "wetness." The term 
refers to a couple that sees themselves as 
unified and fulfilled. It is less a goal than 
it is an outcome. 

"We-ness acknowledges and 
celebrates the distinction between what 
intimates share and others do not," say 
Otis and Deigie in their book, Husbands 
and Wives: The Best of Friends. 

Signs of having arrived at we-
ness will vary from couple to couple, the 

Andrewses say. It encompasses all of the 
areas of intimacy mentioned above. 

Some couples try to develop we-
ness by force. Perhaps they dress alike, 
spend most of their waking moments 
together, or use pet phrases in normal 
conversation to remind each other how 
much they are in love. They might 
giggle when they find themselves 
finishing each other's sentences. None of 
these practices are necessarily bad. But 
they aren't signs of we-ness either. We-
ness develops over time. It is more like 
finding yourself ready for a math test 
than memorizing for a history exam. It 
emerges from who you have become 
together. Don't strive for it. But celebrate 
when you have it. 

Achieving the six types of 
intimacy won't place a force shield 
around your relationship. Even healthy 
couples experience challenges during 
marriage. And there is no checklist to 
ensure a perfect marriage. But intimacy 
at many levels can make the average 
days more enjoyable and the difficult 
days more manageable. 

Some couples find these goals 
worth working toward. Others decide to 
follow a less labor-intensive course. One 
thing is sure: Inattention and hope alone 
won't get you where you want to be in 
your life together. What will see you 
through is investment in each other, 
grounded in the commitment to build a 
lasting partnership. 
Go ahead. Speak freely the languages of 
intimacy in your marriage. 

(Reprinted with permission of Associated Baptist Press, © 
2003) 

Charles Quails is associate pastor at 
Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church in Atlanta 
and a frequent marriage enrichment speaker. 
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Arriving at Midlife with Your Marriage Intact 
What you do along the way can give you a better chance of getting there safely 

By Charles Quails 

Ever hear of young couples 
"living off of love?" Think a successful 
marriage is all about a neat checklist of 
sweet nothings that will deliver you 
eternal bliss? Unfortunately, many of us 
do, it seems. The wreckage of crashed 
relationships leaves a trail that is 
daunting to younger couples. Divorce 
and increased cohabitation are two 
evidences of a society that has grown 
afraid of committing to the ideal. 

Toss in the treacherous going 
that lies ahead, and many couples find 
themselves staring at midlife with few 
resources to draw from. Pressures from 
family, vocational, emotional and social 
outlets, to name just a few, come to bear 
in staggering measure. 

Help is available, though. If a 
couple is open to the work of building 
and maintaining a solid relationship, 
they can arrive at the challenging midlife 
stage better prepared than they think. It 
starts before the wedding ever takes 
place, and involves daily nurture. Think 
you're ready for that? 

Signals abound 
Rick and Tara arrive for the 

supper club group, late as usual. The 
kids have drained the last modicum of 
their energy along the way. One has 
called from a frat party needing money, 
the other wanting last minute 
transportation to a friend's. Rick's 
mother gave them a quick scare with her 
fall on the steps, as she has done a few 
times already since moving in with 

them. And, none of that is the real 
problem. 

Rosemary has begun to notice a 
change in them. At the gathering, she 
picks up on how they hardly sit next to 
each other long enough to eat. Their lack 
of communication is evident in the 
forgotten appetizer they were to bring. 
Tara doesn't seem to mindlessly pat 
Rick's back during conversation, once a 
hallmark of her affection for him. And, 
they don't roll with the punches like they 
used to. He stresses on her over a small 
nothing, in front of the group, and is met 
with an icy glare. Twice lately, Tara has 
mentioned a cute guy she works with. 
Rosemary wisely realizes that she's no 
therapist and figures it's just a tough 
week. Sadly> though, she doesn't realize 
that she's pegged some signs of trouble 
dead-on. Although the marriage isn't 
necessarily doomed, it is in need of some 
help. 

Counselors agree that more often 
than not, a relationship doesn't flame out 
so much as it is allowed to grow weaker 
over time. Like a slow, enveloping 
darkness, the partners miss the proactive 
opportunity to do maintenance along the 
way. Markers that should have been 
paid attention to have instead gone 
unheeded. 

Empowering younger couples 
How is it that new marriages can 

be prepared to thrive in the years ahead? 
It becomes obvious that there is no way 
to guarantee marital success. The typical 
couple answers, "because we're in love" 
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when asked why they became engaged. 
Like a teenager, the engaged relationship 
often feels bullet proof and immortal. 
Romantic love seems to be enough. 

Around a table with bag lunches, 
a counselor and a few clergy met in 
Greensboro, North Carolina to see if 
faith and marriage could be joined more 
strongly. With over 450 churches 
performing about 95% of the total 
weddings in Guilford County, the 
counselor felt that the church held the 
key to preparing relationships. 

The fall 1996 meeting began a 
series of brainstorming sessions that 
resulted in a covenant agreement 
between churches. They agreed to be 
intentional about equipping couples for a 
lifetime of marriage, rather than giving 
in to the pessimism that half of them 
would eventually divorce no matter 
what. By mid-1998, over 70 churches 
had already signed onto the agreement 
and more would follow. It stipulated a 
waiting period, the use of a relationship 
analysis instrument, counseling sessions 
and enrichment opportunities for each 
couple, to name a few basics. All in the 
hopes of providing a support network 
that can mentor newer marriages. The 
counselor involved in the group was 
Robert Herron, Director of the 
Presbyterian Counseling Center. 

In a society that puts increasing 
value on the worth and fulfillment of the 
individual, Herron sees a dangerous 
dilemma: How to find "me" without 
giving up "us." After a few years, many 
couples find themselves staring at virtual 
strangers when alone together. To 
simply be wed, and then turned out to 
fend for yourself in marriage is a 
dangerous start. Efforts like the one in 
Greensboro, and in other cities, aim to 

help couples see the issues they'll need 
to be aware of and then develop the 
sound practices that help them to 
maintain their partnership. 

Communication and Commitment 
"You have to practice it 

everyday," says Bo Prosser. He believes 
that communication involves skill and 
care. Couples have to work across the 
years in light of the changing realities of 
who they are individually. In fact, 
communication and commitment will be 
the two posts around which all else falls 
into place. As an associate pastor and 
head of the Center for Christian 
Education in Charlotte, Prosser has been 
involved in marriage counseling and 
enrichment endeavors for years. "When 
I prepare a young couple for marriage, I 
stress to them that they're not just two 
people anymore. We're three now. I can't 
be with them everywhere they go, but 
they can call me anywhere I am, anytime 
of the day or night if they get in trouble. 
They have to know that there are others 
who will support them, and have gone 
where they're going before." 

Wade Rowatt, Director of the St. 
Matthews Counseling Center in 
Louisville, Kentucky agrees. In fact, he 
says that change within the two persons 
may be the easiest factor to miss when 
assessing a marriage relationship. "They 
have to understand that the person they 
married at 25 isn't the same anymore at 
45." And, neither are they. We change as 
individuals, but somehow expect our 
relationship to operate based on the same 
practices and rules. "Commitment has to 
be both intellectual and emotional in 
nature, or it won't be balanced enough to 
see us through," says Rowatt. 
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On the days when the romantic 
side of love and commitment don't seem 
to be as real, the fact that we once loved 
a person enough to marry them may 
need to be the beacon that we follow out 
of the darkness. Toss in some turbulent 
life circumstances, such as crisis, and the 
test is on. At midlife, grief of one 
variety or another can tug at the marital 
fabric. Usually the death of the first 
parent, or even a child, has occurred. 
Maybe there is disappointment at dreams 
not realized or opportunities missed. 
One partner, or both, may question their 
purpose in life. Commitment can drive 
the partnership and support that sees 
them through these challenging times. 

No formula, but there are some 
markers 

"Whatever you do, please don't 
just tell folks that marriage is a polyana 
checklist of cute things to do, says a 
youthful mother of three. Arriving at 
midlife with two in college and a third 
completing high school, she's been there. 
And, she's read a few marriage articles. 
This Florida couple has experienced 
health challenges, career 
disappointments and all that comes with 
parenting. Their relationship has been 
rewarding and their children bring them 
happiness. "I love my husband, but 
marriage is work. It's not about doing a 
few certain things and everything 
working out all right. It's about fostering 
commitment and health so that you are 
able to feel the love." 

Herron, Rowatt and Prosser 
believe that there are points along the 
way that stress relationships in 
particular. Some of them come 
surprisingly early, while others arrive 
later. For couples with adult children, a 

period that hits about two or three years 
after the nest empties can be tricky. 
Suddenly, the couple is alone with each 
other. If they haven't been staying in 
touch with each other along the way, it is 
treacherous to have to become re-
acquainted. This person who only 
resembles your original marriage partner 
is now your sole roommate (See sidebar 
for Rowatt's issues to watch). 
Vulnerability to frustration and affairs 
springs from unresolved issues in the 
relationship. 

Whatever the challenges, they 
agree that younger couples who are 
nurtured in a system of support stand the 
best chance of having long, fulfilling 
marriages. Herron advocates the use of 
the Prepare/Enrich analysis instrument 
with pre-marital couples, as well as with 
those who are a few years along. 
Developed by David Olson, at the 
University of Minnesota, this inventory 
consists of over 160 questions completed 
by both of the marrying partners. 
Computer scored by Life Innovations, 
Inc., the resulting customized booklet 
guides a trained professional in follow 
up sessions with the couple. Discussions 
center on issues like marriage 
expectations, communication, conflict 
resolution, financial mangagement and 
parenting. Exercises to be completed 
between sessions give a chance to use 
some of the skills developed. With this 
focused start, a couple is better prepared 
to know their strengths and "growth 
areas." There is a nationwide network of 
certified professionals who can counsel 
using Prepare/Enrich. Still, new couples 
have to be willing to do the work. 
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Didn't make it to Madison County? 
Herron draws on the book, The 

Bridges of Madison County by Robert 
James Waller. This 162 week New York 
Times bestseller portrays a woman 
dealing with the perceived 
disappointments of her rural Iowa farm 
life. With her husband and children gone 
for a few days, she engages in a brief 
relationship with a National Geographic 
photographer (portrayed in the movie 
version by Clint Eastwood). Along the 
way, she and her husband have fallen 
into sloppy communication and very low 
maintenance of their romance. This 
guest offers her the chance to leave it all 
behind and travel the world with him. 
She chooses to stay, keeping until her 
death the secret of her torrid affair. The 
point? 

Bob Herron says "the romantic 
mirage of Madison County poses 
problems for couples in all stages of life, 
but particularly those at midlife. 
Frequently, it is the marriage that is 
judged defective, rather than the 
mirage." He proposes that if we are to 
grow as persons, and in our marriages, 
we have to give up the simplistic, 
magical notions. Replacing them with 
maturing, grounded love and 
commitment is a doable job even for the 
newest of couples. Haven't made it to 
Madison County? "Be happy about it," 
Robert Herron says. "In the real world, 
which is the only world we have, we 
don't have to love perfectly at midlife. 
Love is not a four-day extravaganza. It's 
a lifelong process of learning." 

Sidebar 
Wade Rowatt sees these as vital markers 
for the marriage journey. There are some 
must-do's, and some are warnings. 

These come from his years of counseling 
and research with families. They are not 
guarantees of success or failure, but are 
solid indicators. 

7 Critical Issues to Invest In Along the 
Way 

• Talk and listen to each other daily. 
Listen actively, beyond the level of 
thought. Share feelings, dreams and 
emotions. The 3 years past empty nest is 
a vital time for this skill, statistically. 
Develop it now. 
• Spend 30-60 minutes of "couple 
time" a day with the tv and computer off. 
Talk, touch and be present. 
• Address problems while in their 
infancy. They grow like a cancer when 
kept silent. Work especially on 
disappointments, unmet expectations and 
power imbalances in the relationship. 
• Commitment must be both emotional 
and intellectual. When the honeymoon 
stage is over, this will be the staying 
power. Grief in midlife will challenge 
the relationship (losses of parents, 
children, dreams or identity). Partners 
must stay in touch with the idea that "I 
wouldn't dare trade my spouse in for 
another model." 
• The flexibility of an oak tree is vital. 
Partners will change, vocations and 
circumstances will change beyond our 
imaginations. We must be able to bend 
without breaking. 
• Tend to each other's romantic needs. 
Many ask, "When did we stop being 
lovers and start being friends?" The 
answer must be that we never stop being 
lovers. Little things help to maintain: 
back rubs, a touch, a smile, doing each 
other favors without having to be asked. 
Gifts. Dating regularly. 



• The ability to be open in 
conversation and to face problems 
comes from a solid faith relationship. 
Constant renewal that is individual, and 
yet shared, will be central. This will 
impact parenting, grief, work decisions, 
lifestyle and economics. 

Heed these warning signs along the 
way 
If even one of these is true of your 
relationship, give it some attention now. 
Getting the help of a good pastoral 
counselor may be the healthy step that 
keeps your marriage on track. 
• Frequent disinterest in what each 

other is doing/saying 
• Sudden, prolonged attraction to a co

worker, friend, or fellow church-
member, etc. 

• Unexplained, sudden anger at spouse 
• Disinterest in sex 
• Over-involvement with the children 
at expense of marriage relationship 
• Depression 
• Not wanting to be touched by spouse 

Sidebar: 
Resources for Couples 

Bridges to Intimacy: Making It 
Through Midlife With Your Spouse by 
Robert W. Herron, Ph.D 

Yes, your marriage looks rather 
indestructible in its earliest days. You're 
humming along in your twenties or 
thirties. Midlife issues aren't exactly 
flagged in your Palm Pilot to receive 
immediate attention today. Guess what? 
The skills you'll need by midlife aren't 
just called up on demand. You have to 
nurture them over time. Starting 
yesterday. 

Bob Herron has provided a road 
map. It's about investing along the way 
so that you actually get to know your 
partner. In fact, you will likely remain 
just spouses (at best) unless there is 
some fairly intentional work on healthy 
habits and values maintenance in your 
marriage. This paperback is a 
comfortable read designed to help 
married people be alert to the pressures, 
warning signs and health indicators of 
marriage up the road. It's not designed to 
conjure up undue stress, but instead to 
provide a mirror for evaluation and 
enrichment. Real life stories are used as 
background for suggestions you can try. 
Read it and get started on a refreshing 
journey today. Better yet, grab some 
other couples and use it to kick off a 
small group around marriage 
enrichment. 

Web resources 
http://www.oates.org—The Wayne Oates Institute provides pastoral care resources that 
are helpful, including occasional articles 
http://www.lifeinnovations.com—The home page for Prepare/Enrich and other products 
and services provided by David Olson at University of Minnesota. 
http ://www.bavlor.edu/CFCM—Baylor University Center for Family & Community 
Resources run by Diana Garland. 
- Charles Quails is associate pastor at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church in Atlanta and a frequent 
marriage enrichment speaker. 
(Reprinted with permission of Associated Baptist Press, © 2002) 

http://www.oates.org
http://www.lifeinnovations.com
http://www.bavlor.edu/CFCM�Baylor


APPENDIX 2 

COVER LETTER AND SURVEY INSTRUMENT FOR EVALUATION 

November 12,2007 

Dear Danielle, 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in a brief survey. 

We want to learn about your time in the Second-Ponce de Leon Divorce Recovery 
program. Of course, an immediate result will be the analysis of your feedback for my 
doctoral thesis. I am due to graduate in May of 2008. Longer term, I would like to think 
you will help shape the program as well. 

The enclosed survey will ask you mostly questions that are responded to on a scale of 1 
to 5. Some few others may ask a more open-ended question. 

There are 2 envelopes enclosed, and you will need them both. One will be used to return 
your signed form entitled "Informed Consent." The other will be utilized to 
anonymously return your "Divorce Recovery Survey" once you have completed it. 
Please return your survey to me no later than December 1—in fact, why don't you take 
a few moments to fill it out now and then you'll have it done. 

Again, thanks in advance for your partnership with me. I am honored to have been a part 
of your journey. 

Sincerely, 

Rev. Charles L. Quails 

Associate Pastor for Pastoral Care 
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Divorce Recovery Survey 
Second Ponce de Leon Baptist Church 

We thank you for taking a few minutes to respond to the following questions. They are 
aimed at helping us to understand whether our program was of help to you in your 
divorce experience. Your feedback will be vital in helping us to strengthen and shape 
future groups. 

The experiences of divorce affect people quite differently. Think back to your decision 
to attend the Divorce Recovery Ministry at our church. Here is a list of statements some 
people use to describe their divorce experience. On a scale of one to five circle the 
number that best describes your experience: 

l=Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 

1. I felt most people I knew considered me a failure for getting a divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. My family could not understand at all what I was experiencing. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. I felt I had violated the teachings of the Bible by being divorced. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. Most of my friends did not know what to say to me about my divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5. I was surprised at how uncomfortable people seemed to feel talking with me when 
my marriage difficulties became public. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. My family blamed me for the divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

7. My friends blamed me for the divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

8. My former spouse blamed me for the divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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9. I blamed my former spouse for causing this divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

10.1 pretty much felt totally alone in the midst of what I went through. 
1 2 3 4 5 

11. Divorce for me was a great release from the pain of the marriage I was in. 
1 2 3 4 5 

12.1 felt great distance from God when I went to church after the divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

13.1 was immobilized by the stress of my divorce experience. 
1 2 3 4 5 

14. Financial difficulties were among the most difficult aspect of dealing with the 
divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

15. Communication with my ex-spouse was almost impossible during the divorce 
process. 
1 2 3 4 5 

16.1 am still very angry at my ex-spouse. 
1 2 3 4 5 

17.1 felt totally alone when I was with people I know. 
1 2 3 4 5 

18. It would be fair to say it was very difficult for me to talk about what had 
happened to me as a result of my divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

If you have children, please answer the following: 

19.1 delayed getting this divorce because of the pain I thought it would cause our 
children. 
1 2 3 4 5 

20. The divorce was the best thing that happened for our children. 
1 2 3 4 5 

21. My children have as good a relationship with my ex-spouse as they do with me. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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22. My children and I have a very distant relationship as a result of this divorce. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Before you came to the program, how might you describe the notion of "divorce 
recovery"? 

Listed below are some reasons for participation in a divorce group. Please check as 
many of the following any that may have guided you to enroll in the Divorce Recovery 
Ministry. 

( ) Be among people who share a common life experience 
( ) Find a place where I could experience some understanding 
( ) Find a place where I could have support 
( ) Share my struggles with fellow stragglers 
( ) Debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe atmosphere 
( ) Gain perspective about moving forward in life 
( ) Find a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something significant 

outside my own life 
( ) Make some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for resolution of 

my issues 

After completion of the program, how might you describe the notion of "divorce 
recovery"? 

The survey is nearly complete. There are only a few more questions to answer. Please 
indicate the nature of your experience in the Divorce Recovery Program by circling the 
number that best describes your participation in this program by circling the number that 
best describes your experience: 

l=Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 

1. I was given an opportunity to be among people who shared a common life 
experience 

1 2 3 4 5 
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2. I found a place where I could experience some understanding 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. I found a place where I could have support 
1 2 3 4 5 

4.1 was able to share my struggles with fellow stragglers 
1 2 3 4 5 

I was able to debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe group 
1 2 3 4 5 

I was able to gain helpful perspective about moving forward in life 
1 2 3 4 5 

I found a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something significant 
outside my own life 
1 2 3 4 5 

I made some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for resolution of 
my issues 
1 2 3 4 5 

9. I have continued to have contact with at least one member of my divorce recovery 
group 
1 2 3 4 5 

10. I have recommended participation in this ministry to other people. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Following are some questions that will be helpful to shaping future divorce recovery 
groups. 

What three things about the program did you find to be most helpful? 

* 

* 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 
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What three things about the program did you find to be least helpful? 

* 
* 
* 

The book for the divorce recovery program was Growing Through Divorce by Jim 
Smoke. How helpful did you find the book to be? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

In general, how helpful did you find the video segments by Bill Flanagan that connected 
the book reading to the discussion sessions? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

Based on your experience, how likely are you to refer friends to this program? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

How long ago did you complete the divorce program (approx.) 

Have you re-married since completing the program? Y N 

If so, did the seminar help you to prepare for a new relationship? Y N 

What is your age? 

Gender: M F 

Your responses are valued greatly. The information found in them will be helpful in 
study and in shaping future groups. If we can serve you further in your divorce recovery 
experience, please call on us again. 

Thanks for your time in completing this survey. 



APPENDIX THREE 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 

Informed Consent 

"DIVORCE RECOVERY MINISTRY AS AN APPLICATION OF 
MIROSLAV VOLF'S THEOLOGY OF EXCLUSION AND EMBRACE" 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your 
consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask 
as many questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to 
do. 

Investigators 
The investigator for this research study is Charles Lee Quails. Mr. Quails holds a 
Bachelor of Science degree from the State University at West Georgia and a Master of 
Divinity degree from The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. Mr. Quails serves as 
an Associate Pastor at the Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. His faculty advisor is 
Dr. Larry McSwain. 

Mr. Quails work address is as follows: 
2715 Peachtree Road, NE, Atlanta, GA, 30305. His office phone number is (404) 591-
4341. 

Purpose of the Research 
This research study is designed to extract data which will reveal the successes and 
challenges experienced by divorce recovery participants during the initial 8-week 
program at Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church. This data will then be used to 
determine whether the divorce recovery program facilitated an opportunity for growth, 
healing and discovery. 

The data from this research will be used to assess the changes needed for the Second-
Ponce de Leon divorce recovery program. Information will aid in the completion of a 
doctoral thesis by Charles Lee Quails and will provide Mr. Quails with valuable feedback 
regarding the progress and success of the divorce program. 
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If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to answer on paper a set of 
36-questions regarding your experience of the divorce ministry program as you took part 
in a support group. You will also be asked to answer in writing a set of four open-ended 
questions which request your feedback on your experience of the divorce ministry 
program regarding the outcomes you perceive may have resulted, and suggestions that 
might strengthen the program for the future. 

Your participation will take approximately 1 hour. It should take participants 
approximately one hour to complete their written evaluations. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 
By participating in this research study, group members will take an active role in shaping 
the curriculum of the Second-Ponce de Leon Baptist Church Divorce Recovery program. 
Participants will have the opportunity to provide valuable feedback that will allow the 
group leader to improve the quality of support experience offered, thereby improving the 
success of future participants at in the divorce program at Second-Ponce de Leon. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 
All information obtained will be held in strict confidentiality. The results of this study 
may be published but your information such as your name and other demographic 
information will not be revealed. The results of this study will be kept in a locked file 
within the Admissions Suite of the McAfee School of Theology building on Mercer's 
Atlanta Campus for 3 years in Dr. Larry McSwain's office. 

Incentives to Participate 
No incentives will be offered to participants. 

Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you 
may refuse to participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact 
Charles Quails at (404) 591-4341 or his advisor, Dr. Larry L. McSwain, at (678) 547-
6442 

Questions about the Research 
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Charles Quails at 
(404) 591-4341 or his advisor, Dr. Larry McSwain at (678) 547-6442. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the Chair, at (478) 301-4101. 
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APPENDIX FOUR 

RAW DATA FROM SURVEY RESPONSES 

Raw Data 

Here is a list of statements some people use to describe their divorce experience. On a 
scale of one to five circle the number that best describes your experience: 

l=Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 

1. I felt most people I knew considered me a failure for getting a divorce. 
2.18 

2. My family could not understand at all what I was experiencing. 
2.55 

3. I felt I had violated the teachings of the Bible by being divorced. 
2.18 

4. Most of my friends did not know what to say to me about my divorce. 
3.00 

5. I was surprised at how uncomfortable people seemed to feel talking with me when 
my marriage difficulties became public. 
2.64 

6. My family blamed me for the divorce. 
1.73 

7. My friends blamed me for the divorce. 
1.59 

8. My former spouse blamed me for the divorce. 
3.91 
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9. I blamed my former spouse for causing this divorce. 
3.91 

10.1 pretty much felt totally alone in the midst of what I went through. 
3.32 

11. Divorce for me was a great release from the pain of the marriage I was in. 
3.52 

12.1 felt great distance from God when I went to church after the divorce. 
1.65 

13.1 was immobilized by the stress of my divorce experience. 
3.50 

14. Financial difficulties were among the most difficult aspect of dealing with the 
divorce. 
3.36 

15. Communication with my ex-spouse was almost impossible during the divorce 
process. 
3.73 

16.1 am still very angry at my ex-spouse. 
2.32 

17.1 felt totally alone when I was with people I know. 
2.36 

18. It would be fair to say it was very difficult for me to talk about what had 
happened to me as a result of my divorce. 
2.41 

If you have children, please answer the following: 

19.1 delayed getting this divorce because of the pain I thought it would cause our 
children. 
3.13 

20. The divorce was the best thing that happened for our children. 
2.94 

21. My children have as good a relationship with my ex-spouse as they do with me. 
3.38 
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22. My children and I have a very distant relationship as a result of this divorce. 
1.75 

Please indicate the nature of your experience in the Divorce Recovery Program by 
circling the number that best describes your participation in this program by circling the 
number that best describes your experience: 

l=Absolutely no connection to my experience 
2=This might describe me slightly, but only in my worst moments 
3=There were occasions when this was true 
4=Generally this was my experience, but not at all times 
5=Yes, I would say this was a very much a part of my experience 

1. I was given an opportunity to be among people who shared a common life 
experience 

4.77 

2. I found a place where I could experience some understanding 
4.86 

3. I found a place where I could have support 
4.67 

4.1 was able to share my straggles with fellow stragglers 
4.68 

5. I was able to debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe group 
4.82 

6. I was able to gain helpful perspective about moving forward in life 
4.59 

7. I found a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something significant 
outside my own life 
4.00 

8. I made some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for resolution of 
my issues 
4.50 

9. I have continued to have contact with at least one member of my divorce recovery 
group 
3.52 



10. I have recommended participation in this ministry to other people. 
4.14 

The book for the divorce recovery program was Growing Through Divorce by Jim 
Smoke. How helpful did you find the book to be? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

3.86 

In general, how helpful did you find the video segments by Bill Flanagan that connected 
the book reading to the discussion sessions? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

3.14 
Based on your experience, how likely are you to refer friends to this program? 

(circle one) Low High 
1 2 3 4 5 

4.86 

How long ago did you complete the divorce program (approx.) 1.3 years 

Have you re-married since completing the program? No - 20 participants 
Yes - 2 participants 

If so, did the seminar help you to prepare for a new relationship? Of the two that are 
currently married, they both responded yes. Those not married, eight of them 
responded, seven said yes, one said no. 

The survey asked the following question below: 

Listed below are some reasons for participation in a divorce group. Please check 
as many of the following any that may have guided you to enroll in the Divorce 
Recovery Ministry. 

(21) Be among people who share a common life experience 
(19) Gain perspective about moving forward in life 
(18) Find a place where I could experience some understanding 
(16) Find a place where I could have support 
(16) Debrief the divorce experience in an honest, safe atmosphere 
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(15) Make some progress with understanding my life that brings hope for 
resolution of my issues 

(13) Share my struggles with fellow stragglers 
(6) Find a group I could commit to in covenant; be a part of something 

significant outside my own life 

Qualitative Responses to the Program 

Understanding of Divorce Recovery 
Before the Program 
I felt it helped you try to sort out your 
feelings and how you move ahead. 
I had not heard of it, but when I saw the 
banner on the church lawn, I knew it was 
for me. 

I must say that never in my wildest 
imagination did I ever think I would be 
attending a divorce recovery group. I 
always considered myself too strong and 
self-reliant to need such a group. 

I must say that never in my wildest 
imagination did I ever think I would be 
attending a divorce recovery group. I 
always considered myself too strong and 
self-reliant to need such a group. 

Understanding of Divorce Recovery After 
the Program 
I feel that the program satisfied what my 
thoughts were of the program. 
I am referring all those who have divorced. 
This program helped me understand what I 
was going through and gave me the 
confidence and strength needed to recover 
from it. With all of my friends being 
married, I felt estranged from those 
relationships because I was no longer a part 
of a couple. 

The transition from married to being single 
is a difficult one. I did not follow all the 
advice that was given at the sessions, but I 
now can see that the advice was valid. I 
have already seen an example of a person 
newly divorced going out and remarrying 
another person they hardly know. Newly 
divorced people are very vulnerable and 
they don't even realize it. I am happy to 
report that I am very stable now, and still 
single. The group I attended helped me to 
obtain this state. 
The transition from married to being single 
is a difficult one. I did not follow all the 
advice that was given at the sessions, but I 
now can see that the advice was valid. I 
have already seen an example of a person 
newly divorced going out and remarrying 
another person they hardly know. Newly 
divorced people are very vulnerable and 
they don't even realize it. I am happy to 
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As a class that would constantly bring up 
sad subjects and difficult feelings. 
A place you can go to to receive support 
from other people with the same 
experience. 

Desperate for ideas with coping. 

I had no idea the subject was written about 
so much and covered so thoroughly in 
divorce recovery courses. I was 
emotionally a basket-case; felt all alone and 
was searching for help. 
Really do not know. 

I had no concept at all of what to expect. 

Before I went through the program I felt 
that it might be a "gripe" session—that is, 
people got together to criticize their spouse. 
Of course this was not the case. 

A support group of people going through a 
similar experience. 
A little scary having to rehash my divorce 
experience in front of total strangers. At the 
same time, a safe place to possibly share 
my emotions. 
Support group that contained people going 
through the same experience. 

report that I am very stable now, and still 
single. The group I attended helped me to 
obtain this state. 
As a place where it's accepted and "safe" 
to discuss difficult and sad issues. 
A complete safe haven meant to shed light 
on a dark experience. Provides 
understanding, perspective, support, etc. in 
a healthy way. 
Comfort in sharing with such a diverse 
group with common problems. 
A process that involves study, work, rest 
and time to grow and heal. More of a 
systematic approach with stages to getting 
through it and many similar things that 
divorcees experience. 
Gained an understanding of the weakness 
in myself and the marriage that could have 
been addressed and possibly change the 
outcome. 
Divorce is a process that requires you to 
look at your grief or what you're going 
through in steps. 
It was the place where I could "deep 
breathe"--the first time I could just listen 
and not say a word if I didn't want to. Our 
common bond created such an atmosphere 
of acceptance that I could feel my self-
esteem beginning to improve. I think it 
really saved my life- Thank you for this 
great ministry. 
Survival, learning to cope with new reality. 

Completely positive, a way to express my 
feelings to individuals with a common 
bond. I would recommend to anyone 
experience this challenging time. 
It is actually the beginning of learning to 
cope with loss and difficulty. 
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