COPING WITH SEPARATIONS     ~Chaplain (LTC-Ret) Robert G. Leroe, DMin 

Unaccompanied deployments cause tremendous hardships on military families. The unique stresses of separations can be overcome if families know what to expect, and can develop a strategy for coping.  
Various factors can affect how military families will manage and adjust…
· The length of the separation
· How long the couple has been married
· The ages of husband & wife
· Awareness of available resources
· The nationality of the remaining spouse
· Consent (whether both agree with the separation/joining the military)

· Previous experience (subsequent separations become increasingly difficult)

( The first step for military families is to understand how a deployment may affect them.  They should expect feelings of alienation, depression, fear, loneliness, and even anger.  These are all normal feelings which grow out of a sense of loss (unresolved grief).  It is common to experience anticipatory grief:  “Will my spouse still need me/be there for me when we're reunited?”  “Will we dramatically change while we're apart, and will those changes drive us even further apart?”
( Loneliness has been described as “an island of despair with a population of one.”  To separate is to die a little.  Some people try to withdraw by immersing themselves into their work or try by escaping through some form of self-abusive behavior (alcohol, drugs, gambling, etc.), which starts out as a way to gain control of life but becomes an addictive, irresponsible escape from reality.

$ Financial adjustments become necessary.  The remaining spouse should have power of attorney to manage financial obligations.  The soldier's paycheck should continue to go to the home bank via direct deposit, and the soldier--rather than the remaining spouse-- should receive an allotment.  The Bible warns that “anyone who does not provide for his relatives, and especially his immediate family, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (I Tim 5:8).  Couples need to discuss their budget prior to deploying. Deploying soldiers should never leave the remaining spouse “holding the bag”.

Deployment celibacy--Couples should expect some sexual frustration, while being convinced that their spouse is worth waiting for.  It is a myth that “everyone cheats”--those who make such a claim are only trying to justify their own infidelity.  Those who have been faithful before a deployment will more than likely remain faithful throughout the separation.  Sex is a special gift from God which He is asking the couple to withhold for awhile. Abstinence/monogamy is a test of one’s commitment to God and one’s marriage.  When you say “I do” to one another, you’re saying “I don’t” to everyone else.
Role changes occur during deployments.  Role loss occurs for the deployed soldier as the familiar and fulfilling routine of being a spouse and parent is interrupted.  The remaining spouse is forced to take on the service member's role in addition to continuing his or her own role.  The remaining parent will suddenly take on the jobs of both father and mother.  Those left behind need to "fill in the gap" regarding family chores.  Before deploying, couples should compile a list of friends/relatives who might possibly be called on to assist during the separation.
+Positive aspects of separations:  increased spontaneity and self-confidence, family/job stability (for remaining family members), opportunities for solitude and reflection, seeing life from a new perspective, personal/ spiritual growth, career enhancement, greater awareness of one’s priorities and increased appreciation of your family...and the best answer I've heard:  “It destroyed the myth that I'd be happier single.”
Sep Vets…Studies show that subsequent separations are increasingly difficult for couples.  They feel they've paid their dues yet are going through it all again!  And because of their past experience, others may look to them for help (which they may resent).  No matter how many separations one has, the effects are cumulative and each one is a crisis.

Fear…There are 2 things husbands fear most about their wives:  one is that that they won't be able to survive without them, and the other is that they will!  Husband-soldiers often worry they'll no longer be needed.  Perhaps the healthiest attitude was expressed by one wife:  “I've learned to live without you, but I haven't learned to like it!”  Men shouldn’t be surprised if their wives enjoy the freedom and increased responsibility the separation has imparted to her.

Deployment checklist/packet…Before deploying, couples need to prepare and store in a safe place:  marriage & birth/adoption/baptismal certificates, immunization records, naturalization papers, will, insurance policies, property records, inventory of household goods, warranties, school records, automobile title/policy & service record, emergency phone numbers, financial records--bank accounts, real estate papers, stocks & bonds, the latest LES (Leave & Earning Statement), credit card numbers, taxes & long-term debts, and safe deposit box location. 

Know who can help!  No one should try to be a “lone ranger”.  Couples need to become aware of the services provided by these helping agencies:  the Rear Detachment Commander, Chaplain, Family Support Group, Red Cross, Army Community Service, Navy Ombudsman, Community Health Nurse & CHAMPUS, Education Center, Finance & Accounting Office, Judge Advocate General (legal assistance), Housing Office, Self-Help, Public Affairs Office, Provost Marshall (home security), MARS (Military Amateur Radio System), Wives clubs, Recreation Services, Housing & Transportation office, Employment assistance office, cooperative child care groups, the installation HELP or BOSS line (problem solving & referrals), USO (United Services Organization), Youth Services, one’s local civilian Department of Social Services, and other military families who’ve been there.

Spiritual struggles…It's natural to ask: “Why has God allowed this to happen?”  When we believe God is in control, we're comforted in knowing there is a “why”.  We can trust in the purpose of God, though He's not obligated to inform us of His reasons.  Separations can draw families closer to God as they sense their need to rely on His strength.  Though separations are a time of loss, God is near.  Through quiet times alone with God and His word, and the support of one’s faith community, military families can learn to live above the circumstances.  The Apostle Paul declared, “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances...I can do all things through Christ Who is my Strength” (Phil 4:11 & 13).  God experientially sympathizes with us--He was separated from His Son who deployed to earth for 30 years.

CHILDREN…Deployments are often hardest on children, who often feel deserted or can't understand why their mother or father has left.  

      A child’s age can be a determining factor in how able the child can cope with separations.  Infants and toddlers are unable to grasp the meaning of the absence.  Toddlers have a poor sense of the passage of time and may continue to ask for an absent parent after being told how long the parent will be apart.  Preschoolers may experience fears of abandonment and guilt over parental loss (“Maybe dad left because I was bad; will he come back if I’m good?”).  School-age children tend to hide their emotions, acting out in subtle ways the grief they’ve suppressed.  Adolescents may act more independent, understanding that their identity is secure and separate from their parents’, and that that they are largely responsible for themselves.  Teens may feel overwhelmed by having to assume the responsibilities of the absent parent.  They may respond to the loss through rebellious acts such as delinquency, promiscuity, or school failure.  The pseudo-family bond of gangs may appeal to teens that have lost a parent, a legitimate need that should be encouraged by sports teams, school activities, scouts, volunteerism, and church youth groups. 

      The key to how well children adjust to separations is the attitude of the remaining parent.  How that parent responds to the deployment will be reflected in the children’s response.  Parents who remain hopeful and positive usually find their children adjusting well to the loss.  This does not mean they should put on a façade; it does require a choice to maintain a hopeful attitude.  A creative short-timer calendar can help smaller children grasp the sense of how much longer they’ll have to wait for the big reunion.  It can be coloring in blocks on paper, paper chains or jelly beans in a jar.

      Absent parents should receive copies of school work, report cards and newsletters.  They ought to correspond with teachers to learn of progress made, and ask how they can encourage academic development.  Children and departing parents may want to swap a small personal item such as a ring or hat, a small toy or stuffed animal, which serves as a tangible reminder of each other.

      Some children express resentment toward the deployed parent, and in subtle and less than subtle ways communicate, “You love the military more than me.”  Children need reassurance that the departing parent was required to deploy, would rather be home, and loves them dearly.  When service members return home they may find their kids have changed in dramatic ways.  Returning parents need to be strong and flexible enough to keep their feelings from being hurt.  

      There are many creative ways to be an effective long distance parent.  Young children love to be read to, and deployed moms and dads can continue to read stories on cassette or video tapes.  When I was deployed, my children began each day telling my wife, “I want to hear a Daddy tape.”  Parents can keep up on schoolwork by communicating with teachers.  Letters are important, and children need individual letters.  Many resent getting the news filtered through the remaining parent.  

      When the homecoming finally happens, returning parents need to give their children time to adjust and permission to openly express their feelings without censure.  Parents should not pretend that “all’s well.”  Kids need to vent their painful feelings in an accepting, caring environment.  The homecoming is not a good time to send the kids to a sitter or relative while mom and dad enjoy a second honeymoon.    

      Encourage children to talk about their feelings.  Try to maintain their environmental security--don't relocate or have them change schools.  They've lost a parent; they should be allowed to keep their friends and the familiar setting.  The oldest child may be overwhelmed if too much responsibility is put on him/her.  The adjustment of the remaining parent is the most significant factor in the response of children.  Children will need constant reassurance of the absent parent's love, reminders that the separation is temporary and necessary, substitute role models (teachers, coaches, youth leaders) to help them with their sex-role development, reassuring them that when the absent parent returns, life will return to normal.

( Communication (
The quality of communication during a deployment will determine the quality of one’s relationships upon returning home.  It's been said, "Misery is an empty mailbox". 
Daily letter/email writing is a discipline which should become part of one’s routine.  Even though nothing exceptionally newsworthy may have happened during the day, this discipline is a means of expressing, reassuring, and reinforcing one’s love.  Number letters to insure all are received.  Answer all questions.  Adolescents appreciate private correspondence, rather than getting all communication filtered through their remaining parent.  Soldiers should maintain a journal/diary of their experience with separation; writing down one’s thoughts and feelings can be therapeutic.  Family members aren't the only ones who should write.  Both husband and wife should buy an assortment of postcards, address and place postage on them, and give them to friends to send to their separated loved one and children.
( Couples needlessly run up enormously high telephone bills, communicating across the globe.  Audio & video cassette tapes a more practical and lengthy option, and enable one to express emotions not always possible in letters.  Some families put the tape recorder on the dinner table and go about their meal with all the familiar sounds and informal conversation--and for the absent family member, it is like being home.  Portable recorders can be used during trips, parties, family devotions, school activities, church services, concerts (with permission), and during down-time in the field.
Send little “pieces” of your world:  foreign bus tickets, stamps, magazines, maps, cartoons, music, TV/radio shows, chapel bulletins, advertisements, brochures, books, etc.  Children can be given scrap books to collect the items they’ve received in letters from afar, which will be always cherished as a tangible keepsake affirming a parent's love.

Photos are an important link.  Deployed soldiers often take lots of photos, but they need to be seen in them.  Family members don’t want to just see the scenery; they want to see their loved one…where he/she works, to include the mess hall, chapel, barracks, motor pool, post office, and HQ.  One wife remarked, “With all the photos you sent, we felt like we had been there with you.”  Soldiers should also send pictures of their friends--maybe even the commander will pose for a photo!  
Reunions can be more stressful than the actual separation.  They require a period of reorientation and readjustment.  Absence often makes the heart lose touch with reality.  Idealistic perceptions are dashed as you return to the “real world”.  Forgotten problems which existed prior to the deployment haven't disappeared; they were merely “on hold”.  Unrealistic expectations are quickly shattered.  Love may be blind during a deployment, but reunions restore one’s sight.
( PTSD:  When a deployment has been in a place of danger or potential danger, soldiers may return with signs of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder/“Battle fatigue”.  Trauma is any experience which threatens or appears to threaten our ability to live or carry on our normal life; a stimulus arising from an external situation or from massive inner conflict, which overwhelms one's capacity to function.  Returning troops may appear withdrawn, edgy, nervous, depressed, aggressive, anxious, hyper-sensitive, unable to sleep or enjoy life.  Counseling can help with their unresolved issues and emotional fatigue; they need closure, ventilation and validation…and family members should try to be patient and supportive.

Getting Ready for Reunions:  After an extended deployment with all its unique stresses comes what some soldiers unrealistically assume will be a wonderful time of celebration: the long-anticipated reunion.  Unfortunately, reunions can be more stressful than the actual separation.  After the initial excitement, resentment and stuffed emotions may surface, which sometimes results in a trip to a divorce lawyer.  Most marriages survive separations, but couples should be prepared for some surprises.

One reason for marital distress after deployments is the simple fact that absence often makes the heart lose touch with reality.  Idealistic perceptions are quickly dashed as soldiers return to the “real world”.  Forgotten problems which existed prior to the deployment haven’t vanished--they’ve merely been “on hold”.  This means that if a spouse was grumpy prior to this deployment, he/she will be grumpy afterwards.  Unrealistic expectations are quickly shattered.  

(Expect some changes.  Troops may return home only to discover their spouses have become more confident and independent.  They’ve had to operate alone during the months apart, and have grown by the experience.  They may have picked up some new interests and skills.  

Some soldiers return home with a critical attitude, ready to inspect, take control, and fix the mess their families have made.  Maybe things aren’t running so smoothly, but the remaining family members have had to cope as best as they could without a key family member available to help them.  Returning spouses shouldn’t act like they’ve arrived to correct all the “mistakes” their family has allegedly made.  They should They should respect the decisions made in their absence and be positive of their spouse’s accomplishments, made under less-than-ideal conditions, while being tolerant of their family members’ shortcomings.  

Some soldiers return with some hesitation to re-enter the family system.  It’s not easy to pick up where they left off.  They may appear indecisive and feel like an outsider.  Perhaps the best way to return is initially as an honored guest.  They should expect their children to turn to the remaining spouse for permission to go places and do things, and ought to let the rules stand until mom and dad have a chance to calmly renegotiate.  

Some troops come home after a long deployment like caged beasts, and they end up drinking, eating, sleeping and spending too much.   Families need to celebrate, but should exercise some restraint and moderation.  Marital intimacy may seem awkward at first, and may require some courtship and romance.  

Reunions are often a time of reconciliation.  Choose not to dwell on the pain of the past.  Don’t use past wrongs as weapons against each other.  Forgiveness is not forgetting or pretending that nothing has happened.  When you remember the hurt, remember your forgiveness. The Hebrew word for forgiveness means “to have anger in one’s fist and to release it.”

( Perhaps God uses separations to get our attention.  It’s been said that God’s voice seems quiet during times of comfort, but loud and clear in times of pain and distress.  Though deployments are times of significant loss, God is near (He has an open door policy) and a purpose for all of life’s woes.  Depending on how people choose to respond, they will either be bitter or more compassionate individuals after a deployment.  Pain is inevitable--misery is optional.  
( Renewal…Couples may wish to renew their wedding vows or at least re-dedicate themselves to one other in an intentional act of commitment to each other and to God.  Their entire home church should be part of the celebration.  Even in an unpopular war, it is appropriate to make returning soldiers feel wanted and respected.  Political views need to be kept outside the church.
Finally…The adjustments families are forced to make can be less traumatic if they are faced with a good understanding of the stresses of separations and a strategy of practical ideas for surviving the ordeal.  If a couple has been actively and regularly writing each other, communicating concern and support, they may discover they have a stronger marriage when they are brought together again.  Relationship can be enriched rather than destroyed by the months and miles they are apart.
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Chaplain (Lieutenant Colonel) Robert G. Leroe, US Army Retired, has a Doctor of  Ministry degree from Drew University and is an ordained minister with the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference.  A former “Army Brat” with 25 years of military service, he is the CCCC Chaplaincy Endorser and Pastor of the Cliftondale Congregational Church in Saugus, Massachusetts.  www.cliftondalecc.blogspot.com 
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