"The Five Keys to Healing" by Lisa Duffy
          "I will never allow myself to be so naive again!"  I thought angrily as I sat on my balcony in the summer twilight.  Never again!  Exactly one week before, my husband had walked out, never to return.  We were married four years and I had suffered three miscarriages.  Surgery was supposed to correct the problem, but in the process I was practically rendered sterile;  the doctors giving me a less than 1% chance of conceiving a child.  At 30 years old, I was divorced, without children or the hope of having children, and Catholic.  Not the best mix of circumstances.  My emotions were overwhelming.  With a glass of wine and my dog at my heels I tried to project into the future.  Would I ever be happy again?  Would I ever stop feeling the intense pain and suffering from losing my marriage?  It seemed impossible.
          In the following weeks and months, I experienced what everyone goes through during and after divorce:  loneliness, pain, depression, and the struggle to rebuild my life.  I found it particularly difficult to reconcile the fact I was both "Catholic" and "divorced."  There were times when the emotional burden was too great for me to handle and times when the smallest victory seemed like reaching the top of Mount Everest.  I made a lot of back decisions and poor choices during the first few years, but finally embraced my Catholic faith whole-heartedly.  Gradually, healing took place as I came closer to Christian looked at my life through His eyes.  I received the most consolation and peace then because I began to understand how much God loved me and that I still had a life to live, despite my divorce.  Seven years after my divorce and three years after receiving a declaration of nullity, I married an incredible man.  We've been married almost ten years and, despite the doctors' predictions, we have three beautiful, healthy children.  
          My happy life now would not be possible unless I had done five very important things - I call these the Five Keys to Healing.
          The first and foundational Key to Healing is Acceptance.  During those first terrible moments and years after my divorce, I played the blame game.  I blamed many people for the pain I was enduring:  my ex-spouse, the "other women", my in-laws, etc.  I even blamed God for allowing the divorce to happen.  The blame game transformed me into a victim, and in playing this game I was actually avoiding the truth about my situation.  When I stopped blaming others for my situation, I was able to put my feet on the path toward healing.
          What did I have to accept?  I had to accept that my marriage was gone.  This was an agonizing revelation, but it was true.  I was clinging to something that was dead, and I needed to let it go, as painful as it was.  I had to accept that I was now completely unable to do anything about my ex-husband's actions, attitudes, and speech.  He was divorcing me, didn't love me, and was doing things to hurt me.  I couldn't change that.  I had to accept the fact that our relationship would never be the same.
          I also had to accept that I, too, carried some of the blame for the divorce, and this was hard.  I was always faithful to my husband and a good wife, but come on!  I wasn't perfect and I contributed to the divorce.
          These were all terrible difficult steps.  Once I took them, I made progress.  I began to calm down and let the rage start to dissipate.  This important exercise in acceptance of the truth in my life made it easier to pray, attend Mass, and embrace God.  Although I still didn't understand why it all happened, I had stopped blaming God and instead turned to Him for strength.
          The second Key to Healing is Forgiveness.  After divorce, many people feel forgiving those who have so deeply hurt them is impossible.  Some people find it easy to forgive their ex-spouses which is very admirable and a generous disposition to have.  For most people this is a tough one.  I've heard many stories of divorce over the years and know the damage inflicted upon spouses and children is unconscionable.  Certain situations would definitely seem unforgivable.  Despite all the pain, it can be achieved.
          Why is it so hard to forgive?  It may seem that by forgiving, the perpetrator of your hurt gets away scot-free!  It's as if your ex-spouse and anyone else in question is off the hook and bears no responsibility for destroying your marriage.  This is a terribly painful consideration when you look at it from that perspective, especially if you know your ex-spouse is out there living it up!  What a slap in the face!  You might wonder "Why should I forgive that kind of behavior?"  You probably feel the one(s) who hurt you so badly should be suffering as much pain as you are;  forgiving them means they are not accountable and you will suffer alone.  This, my friend, is a miserable place to be!  Ironically, forgiveness is the very remedy you need.
          Forgiveness is a "key" to healing because it has physical, spiritual, moral, and emotional effects.  It has a physical effect because when you don't forgive and instead decide to hold tightly to anger and resentment, it wreaks havoc on your body.  The amount of energy spent on being angry will, at the very least, exhaust you and could cause your immune system to become depleted, leaving you susceptible to flues and viruses.  The stress from being bitter and angry often results in ulcers, acid reflux, headaches, sleep deprivation, inability to concentrate, and other serious problems.
          A lack of forgiveness also has a spiritual effect because it prevents us from truly loving God and others, which defeats our purpose as human beings.  Giving and receiving love is why we were created.
          There's also the moral effect when not being willing to forgive, because Christ commanded us to forgive (cf. Matt. 18:35).  He made it clear that anyone who did not forgive from the bottom of their hearts would suffer themselves.  As we've heard in Matthew's gospel, we cannot ask God for His mercy and forgiveness for our own sins and failings, yet refuse to forgive our brothers and sisters for theirs.  We need to find it within ourselves, no matter how deep the wounds are, to forgive.

          The third Key to Healing is Gratitude.  Looking for a "bright side" to divorce may seem platitudinous or absurd, especially if you are in a great deal of pain or finding it difficult to deal with the loneliness and depression that often accompanies it.  In my own experience, my life was suddenly in black and white after my divorce.  Food had no pleasing flavor, jokes were not funny, and the world just seemed cold and gray.  How could I find something to be grateful for when I was in such great pain?  Well, God has a gently way of leading us, and for me it would be through an old woman on TV.
          One night I watched a documentary about World War II and the holocaust.  I was captivated by the story of a young woman who was a prisoner in the Bergen Belsen concentration camp.  She found herself in line for the showers one terrible morning.  Miraculously, she and another young woman found a loose panel in the shower wall just moments before the gas was turned on;  they quietly escaped.  They ran in the freezing snow for miles until they were found by American troops.  Years later, she was an old woman with rosy cheeks who had gone on to live a full life and find happiness.  Despite the fact she had lost her entire family and had suffered so greatly, she wasn't bitter;  she thanked God for all her blessings.  I was so affected by this woman's story I had to ask myself, what was stopping me from doing the same thing?  My answer?  Nothing.  From that point forward, my perspective changed and I began looking for my blessings, too.

          It occurred to me that, since my divorce, I was suddenly free to practice my Catholic faith.  Even though I had married a Catholic, I found out afterward we were very different in that regard.  I usually went to Mass alone and was given a hard time for doing anything "Catholic."  My divorce suddenly presented me with the freedom to practice my faith without ridicule.  I could be as Catholic as I wanted!  This brought such consolation and relief to my heart, I immediately thanked God.  I realized the terrible fighting and arguments had stopped.  No more yelling and no more angry insults.  It was peaceful.  My attitude of gratefulness began to grow and I was able to recognize the many ways I had been blessed by God since my divorce.  It was a gift,  among others, that I began to recognize, and I had found joy in cultivating this gratitude.

          The fourth Key to Healing is Detachment.  Detachment is such an important part of healing!  It is different than forgiveness because it is a surrendering of your will to God, which immediately brings peace and consolation to a broken heart.  Let me explain by recalling a scene from James Cameron's movie Titanic.  

          After the ship sank and hundreds of people are floundering in the icy Atlantic waters, the two protagonists of the story, Jack and Rose, are struggling to stay alive.  Rose is lying on a wooden head board and Jack is in the water clinging to the side.  Rose hears the sounds of the rescue boat.  She turns to Jack and realizes he's dead.  This is the love of her life!  He is so precious to her and the thought of losing him is devastating.  If she doesn't do something, she will not be saved by the rescuers and will never go on to live her life.  She tells Jack how much she loves him, pries his frozen fingers from the head board and lets him sink down to the bottom of the ocean.  That, my friend, is the detachment you need to practice.  Let go of your marriage and place it in God's hands.  When you put your precious things into God's hands and give Him control over the situation, He can finally work in a way that will bring about your happiness.  If there is a spark of hope for reconciliation, put it in God's hands.  If it truly is over and the only way to go is away, put it in God's hands.  He won't let you down.  He loves you and He will bring good things our of the bad.  Trust Him!
          The Fifth Key to Healing is Moving Forward.  By the time you have reached this step, you will be ready.  You will know when it's time to go to this step because you can look back at the other keys and feel confident you have accomplished each one successfully.

          In moving forward, you will experience the freedom that comes with accepting, forgiving, counting your blessings, and releasing the control of your life to Christ.  You will experience a deep desire to find out what great things God has in store for you, to fulfill the purpose for which He created you, to live life with joy and happiness.  It is possible and Christ wants you to have a joyful life here on earth, before heaven.  

          Christ is very close to you as you suffer.  He loves you with a passionate and never-ending love.  In your journey toward forgiveness, lean on Him.  Ask Him for what you need.  He is waiting to give it to you and will not leave you alone in your suffering.
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