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~ In our modern world, our grief is often witnessed online. When
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on. Some people are expressive. Others shy away from their
feelings. Some have more feelings. Some have less. Some are
more productive and practical in their grieving style. They have
a “buckle down and move on” mentality. We can mistakenly
think that people who show no visible signs of pain should be
in a grief group, getting in touch with and sharing their feel-
ings. But if that is not their style in life, it won’t be in grief,
cither. They must experience loss in their own way. Suggesting
otherwise will not be helpful to them.

The Light and Dark of Grief

I post quotes about grief on social media, I notice different

kinds of responses. If I post hopeful, optimistic quotes about .

healing, they give hope to many people, but don’t resonate
with others. Those who are ina dark place aren’t ready to hear
about hope, often because they’re at the beginning of the griev-
ing process and their grief is too acute to allow for any other
emotions. They just want the darkness of their grief to be seen
and acknowledged. Their tears are evidence of their love, proof
that the person who died was someone who mattered deeply.
If I post something like, «Today it feels like the pain will never
end,” or “Grief feels like a dark cloud that encompasses the
whole sky,” that will resonate with them. It mirrors and vali-
dates their feelings, which can be far more consoling than try-
ing to find something positive in the situation,

Some grieve with darkness, some with light, some with both,

depending on where they are in the cycle of grief. It would be .
“ 4 mistake to conclude that one is better than the other or that

there’s a right way to grieve. There are just different ways to
grieve, different feelings evoked by loss. This is also true of our

relationship to hope. Hope can be like oxygen to people in -
grief. For others, however, especially in the early stages, it can

feel invalidating. “In my sorrow, how dare you want me to feel
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hopeful . . . about what? Do you need me to hope to make you
feel more comfortable?” :

Hope has a very close relationship with meaning. In the same
way our meaning changes, so does hope.. Sometimes when I
work with someone stuck in grief, I will say, “It sounds like
hope died with your loved one. It seems all is lost.”

Surprisingly they perk up. “Yes, that’s it.”

They feel witnessed. I often say, “A loved one’s death is per-
manent, and that is so heartbreaking. But I believe your loss of
hope can be temporary. Until you can find it, I'll hold it for you.
I have hope for you. I don’t want to invalidate your feelings as
they are, but I also don’t want to give death any more power
than it already has. Death ends a life, but not our relationship,
our love, or our hope.” :

Sometimes I meet someone in grief who tells me that a fam-
ily member or friend said something terrible—which often
turns out to be some variation of “time heals all” or “be happy
your loved one is at peace now.” Such statements can make
the bereaved think that their feelings have not been witnessed.
Most of us want to say something helpful, but we may not real-
ize that our timing and delivery are off. If the griever needs to
remain in a dark place for a while, then trying to offer some
kind of cheer will be very hurtful. We must really see the person
we are trying to comfort. Loss can become more meaningful—
and more bearable—when reflected, and reflected accurately,
in another’s eyes.

We also have to remember that our own thoughts about
the one who died are irrelevant. Maybe we think our friend’s
mother was so awful that she wasn’t worth grieving over. Or
we know that our sister’s husband had been unfaithful and
wonder why she is nonetheless sobbing over his death. What
we think has nothing at all to do with the feelings of those who
are in grief, and they will not be comforted by hearing us crit-
icize their loved ones as not being deserving of their sorrow.

People who mourn the loss of their pets often comment on
how little people understand about their grief. In the months
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‘ that followed the death of my son, one of my. dear frlends expe~
rienced his own loss. His beloved dred at the age of six-
. teen. When 1 reached out to him to express my condolences, he
was taken aback by my concern. “Your loss is'so much’ worse -
" than mine,” he said. T couldn t see his tears and thmk that his '
loss was any less painful or meamngful than ‘mine. Every loss
‘has meaning, and all losses are to be grieved—and vvrtnessed I/
have a rule on pet loss. “If the love is real, the griefis real.”? Thei
gr1ef that comes with loss is how we experience the depths of | '8
our love, and love takes many forms in this life. '
~Paul Denniston, my partner, teaches Grief Yoga. Sometimes-
he has people in his classes do an 1nteract10n that physrcalrzes
_ witnessing. He has two ‘people who are grieving stand facing
each other and place their hands over their own hearts. They
" look into each other’s eyes and say, “I witness your grief. I see
_your heahng This kind of witnessing of another’s vulnerabil-
ity can be very ‘healing. Partlc1pants often say that they found it

~ the most memorable, helpful moment in the session.

v

UnWItnessed Gnef

Sometimes people ¢an’t bring themselves to be Wlth a person
who is grieving. Perhaps they fear. they won’t be able to find the
right thing to-say, or they think it will be'too hard on them to
‘show up. After my son David died; a friend kept calhng me and
leaving messages for weeks, until I finally picked up the phone
Maria told me how guilty she’d been feeling for not coming to
the funeral. She knew David and me very well. “I just couldn’t
do it,? she said. “I was afraid the pain would be too intense,
and I didn’t feel I could face you ‘But these days, I can’t get you
and David out of my mind and Tfeel a lot of guilt.”

The fixer in me wanted to say; “Don’t worry ‘about it. It was
no big deal,” to.ease her gullt But that wasn’ t the truth I ]ust
said, “I missed you.”

Later 1 thought about what she had sa1d not only from a
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grief perspective but from a life perspective. Something goes
out of alignment when we try to.avoid sadness and grief. If
Maria had come to the funeral, she would have felt intense
sadneéss and grief. But it would have been meaningful. It would
have had an authenticity that came from moving with the
rhythms of life. The sadness she felt would have gently melted
her soul. Instead, she now had a river of guilt that ran through
everything.

Life gives us pain. Our ]ob is to experience it when it gets
handed to us. Avoidance of loss has a cost. Having our pain
seen and seeing the pain in others-is'a wonderful medicine for -
both body and soul. ' : o

In one of my lectures, a counselor said, “I have a client who
can’t go-to funerals because she finds them too sad. What s the
clinical term for that?” .

I responded, “Selfish, self- centered » I wondered when peo—
ple started to think they couldn’t go to a funeral because it was
going to be too sad. Life has peaks and valleys. It’s our respon-
sibility to be present for both. -

In Maria’s case, she failed to show up, which hurt me. Parn ;
can also be caused by people who mean well but don’t know
how to be present. When you hear someone repeating his grief
story over and over, that meanshis grief has not been wit-
nessed in a healthy way. Perhaps one of his children said, “Dad,
enough we all know how Mom died. You have to stop dwell-
ing on it.” Or another child might have tried to comfort him by

- saying, “Don’t be sad. Mom had a long life and at least she’s
“not suffering anymore.” Why doesn’t he just move on? Repeat-
ing the story is often a griever’s subconsaous Way of trymg to.

get much-needed attention.

- Another manifestation of not having grief witnessed is com-
paring one’s loss to someone else’s. “Can you believe Martha is
complaining about the loss of her dog when my husband just

_ died?” Comparing is a way of needing to be witnessed. It’s say-

ing, “Listen to me, not to Martha. My parn is worse. I need you
to notice my pain.” ~
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The way to help is to make sure that the person’ Who is grrev—
- ing knows’ that she'does have your attention, that you are lis-
- tening, that she is welcome to talk to you aQ)ut her feelmgs “I-
'see how much youare hurting,” you can say, ‘and I know What
a Wonderful man your husband was. Do you remember the day
we all went ... . ” Some kind of opening like that mlght help zher

: ﬁnd a way to talk about her loss: v S s i

, | The Practlcal Gnever : 'v /

_ I met Lmdy Chamberlaln brleﬂy in Austraha long after her
~ court trials were over and she was released from prison. I only
had a moment to express miy. condelences for her loss. Based
on the public’s judgment of her grieving style, she could be the
world’s: most well-known “practical griever.” She gained inter-
©national notoriety as Australia’s embattled bereaved mother
o whose baby ‘was taken by a dingo in 1980 while her family -
was camping. Meryl Streep authentrcally replicated her scream,
“Dingo got my baby,” in a-movie about this hoirible: ‘tragedy.
- Most believed she was gurlty of the crime: Why? Because Lindy
had a strong' faith and did not publicly cry. She was: found
guilty of murder and received a life sentence with no parole,
After many legal ‘actions:and DNA advancements, she ‘was
- found not guilty. Finally in 2012 the publrc felt that Lrndy had
been fully exonerated. . ,
‘Some grievers don’t talk about their loss, they don tcry.a
river of tears. They get back to “normal” as soon as they can.
Like: Lindy, they appear too strong. Perhaps disconnected.
Since they don’t publicly or privately cry or share their feelings
~ with friends and family, they are often’ misunderstood. We mis-
- takenly think this relates to how much they loved the | person. -
Nothing could be further from the truth. Such people may be
labeled as havrng “delayed grief.” It’s assumed that one of these
~ days, when the pressure of denying their feelirigs builds up,
their grref erl come floodrng through I’ve learned that some
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people are. What I thrnk of as practrcal grrevers ¢ If you: ask v
why they’re not crying, they are likely to say somethrng l1ke,
“I’d cry if it would bring them back, but it won’t.” a

“We must witniess grief as it is. Practical grievers often coms -
plaln that everyone is trying to change and fix them. They don’t
need to be fixed. They need to be seen and respected for thelr
own way of dealing with loss. DR v

“Robert and Joan had been married for’ twenty-ﬁve years v
One day, Robert- answered the phone and learned that ‘his

brother Corey, had died of a massive heart attack He knew o
his’ parents.and Corey’s widow were t00 brokenhearted to take

on'the responsibility of planning everythrng, so he went right
into “doing what'needed to be done” mode. He was the point

person for all the arrangements. His sister-in- law says to this

day that she can’t imagine how she could’ve gotten through"
thrs difficult period without Robert’s. help. ‘
There were whispers at the funeral about how Wonderfully‘
Robert had stepped. in, but had anyone seen him. «cry? No one . -
had. Famrly members- approached Joan prrvately and asked B
“Has Robert cried with you”’ ST
Joan had not seen him cry and she began to get Worrred

- Over the next couple of weeks, she kept asking. hrm how he ,

was do1ng “Do you miss Corey?”
“Of course I do,” he said. '
“I just want you to know 1t S okay to be sad ?
“I know that and I am.” o
© After about. six weeks, Joan suggested that her husband g0

‘toa theraprst ‘He was taken aback by the comment and asked :
: her, “What’s wrong? Is something goingon?” . .

“Well; Corey died, and 'm worried you’re not feelmg it
- “Tam feeling it. I'don’t cry like you, but P'm feehng it. P'm not
sure what there is to say. He’s gone: It’s tragic, Il miss him for
the rest of my. lrfe Nothing I say is going to-bring him back.”
- Nine months later it was time for the annual ﬁshmg trrp'
Most of the men in the family got together each year for a
Weekend ona nearby lake. Joan was thrrlled this was happen-.
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ing. She kneW Robert s brother’s absence Would be deeply fel
since he had always been:a part of the gatherlng "She was sure

the men would talk about his death and this would give Rob-.

- ert a’chance to process his feelings. When Robert returned,

- she said, “It must have been good for all-of you guys to have a

chance to talk to each other about Corey’s death 7 :
“We didn’t mention it.”

“How can that be?” ]oan asked « Corey was there last year -

and every year before, and he wasn’t there this year. How could
you not talk about it??. :

She came to me because she felt Robert mlght be blocked I
suggested that although it was natural for her to grieve openly
and expressively, he might be a practical griever, and. he was
probably dealing with his loss in the way that was natural to

‘him. I asked her to imagine how she would feel if someone

were to say to her, “Stop. grieving,” or, “You’re grieving too
much Just as that would interfere with her natural way of
processing loss, I explained, doing the opposite with Robert,
telhng him to show more emouon, was dlsrespectful to h1s Way
“of grieving. , L

Joan reahzed she had to acknowledge Robert’s way of griev-
ing was as legltlmate as crymg a thousand tears.

From the Most Private tobthe Most Public' ,

.Simone was a talent booker for one of the late-n1ght TV shows.

One of the best in the business, she knew when a celebrity
had a new film coming out or'when there was a scandal in the
* making. It was her job to book the hottest stars at the peak of
their fame. :
Everyone knew Slmone, but beyond the fact that she had
- a husband and grown children, few knew anything about her
personal life. She rarely talked about it and was always careful
to maintain a separation between her personal and her profes-
sional life. ' : : :
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One day Srmone 5 assrstant pulled her out of a meetrng to,"
take an urgent call: It ‘was her daughter, saylng that her hus- .
band had j ]ust dled from aheart attack. '

~“What can I do to help”’ her assrstant asked “What should’, i
vItell people?” " it
- “Just tell them my husband d1ed and Ill be back in two* AR

Weeks There S nothrng more to'say.” : e
 After two weeks, Simoné’ returned to messages and ﬂow-
ers. She graciously’ accepted condolences, but when her fellow

Workers wanted detalls she said she’d rather not talk about it.
She had a “get back to work” attitude. But six-months: later o
she turnedin her- re31gnat10n Although her boss was sure she’d

been snatched up by one of the rival netvvorks, her re31gnat10n ‘

was much more complicated than that. : L
No one knew that Simone’s husband had been blpolar She’d .

spent years trying to keep him healthy, keep him on his meds, :

and help him be as'productive as possrble Because of the stlgma",'_,” o

attached to her husband’s illness, she had always been reluc- -
tant to talk about it, and her desire to protect his privacy had *
been reinforced by her own natural reserve. Work had been
her escape from theé difficulties of hér home situation, a place -
where she didn’t have to think about her hushband’s ‘problems.
But after his death, she found-it hard tojust keep going on.
When 1 met her, shortly after she’d left her job, she said she

felt traumatrzed from the many years she’d spent taking care of

and sh1eld1ng him. She said that suddenly her work had begun

to. feel meamngless ‘She ‘was reflecting on how few fesources

had been available to help her husband and she wanted to try
to find a way to.be more useful in the world. We talked about
her going back to school and: perhaps’ becoming ‘a-counselor
or social worker. Nerther of those resonated with her. How-
ever, she did have the resources to take some time off; and she

decided she Would use the time to think about her next moves.

‘1 received ‘a call from her’ about a year latet, asking me to
come and speak at the'anfual conference of an orgamzatron in

acity far from where she had lived: before o
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~“What’s your 1nvolvement>” I asked her.

“Hang.on a mmute,” she said. “I’'m in rny‘ofﬁce and/I uéd '

* to close the door.”
She explained to me that after her husband d1ed she knew

“she couldn’t do anything about those-twenty-five years of feel-

ing helpless. But she wanted her next job to be something that
~would help her overcome that sense of wasted time. Eventu-
 ally she found work at a national speaket’s organization Where
instead of booking celebrities, she was bookmg some of the
. most important mental health care professmnals in the coun-
try. “I wanted to do something to help people deal with their
.problems,” she sard “I’'m also. volunteermg at a.mental health
clinic.” : :

“That’s Wonderful ” I said. “Do your coworkers know why
- you-madeé such a big life changeP”

“David, you know me. ’m way too pnvate for that. I just
told them I wanted a change, so T moved out of LA”

That was Simone-—private all the way. But being prlvate
hadn’t meant she didn’t feel her loss deeply. Nor did it get in
the way of doing something meaningful to honor her husband.

At the other extreme, grief can be very public. One day my
phone rang, and a woman’s voice said, “I have Vice President
Biden on the line.” After a click, I heard his unmistakable voice
saying, “Hey, David, this is ]oe T wanted to thank you for your
writing.”

Joe Biden was no newcomer-to.loss. Many years before, j ]ust
as he was about to take office for his first term in the Senate, his
wife, Neilia, and daughter, Naomi, were killed in a traffic acci-
dent. Two days after becoming a senator he had to deal with

a mass shooting in New Orleans. Yes, the same one from my

childhood. We spoke briefly about the strarigeness of our lives
and losses having intersected so closely back then, but what

Vice President Biden wanted to talk about the day he called
- was a much more recent death—that of his son Beau, who had

"died of a brain tumor not long before.
I told him I thought the 'way he had handled hlS grref after
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his son d1ed was remarkable He talked. about his feehngs
openly and- emotlonally, at times even shedding tears in public;

‘and he had described in an interview with Oprah Winfrey the

intimate scene of him and his other son, Hunter holdmg Beau’s
hand right before he died. ' _
Just as it was Simone’s style to keep her feehngs to herself it
has always been Biden’s style to let them out. But even though
he'had done so very movingly on several occasions after Beau

died, his emotionalism was proving to be a challenge to him at

that time. “As vice pres1dent ” he said to me, “part of my job is
to attend funerals and give eulogies, acting as an official rep-
resentative of the government.” He continued to do this even
after the death of his son. Less than a month after Beau died he
even found the strength to go to Charleston, South Carolina, to
comfort the survivors of the horrific mass shooting at Emanuel
African Methodist Episcopal Church. As he writes in his book |
Promise Me, Dad: A Year of Hope, Hardship, and Purpose,
“The act of consoling had always made me feel a little better,
and I was hungry to feel better.” But he explained to me that
day that since he himself was in deep grief, he was now find- '
ing that attending these funerals had become very challenging.
They constantly returned him to his own feelings of loss.

I told him that I could imagine how hard this must be for
him, but suggested that the death of his own son would make

“him especially sensitive to the pain of others. By mirroring their

pain, he would be letting them know that their pain matters
deeply, too. Moreover, this would be one way for him to find
meaning from his son’s death. I hope what I said was as helpful
to him as somethmg he has said many times to-others in grief:
“The time will come when memory will bring a smile to your -
lips before it brings a tear to your eyes.” That’s how it goes:
parn first, meaning later. ’ ,
~ Another person who was in the pubhc eye When she lost
someone she loved chose very consciously to make her loss vis-
ible to the entire world. When President Kennedy was shot in
Dallas in 1963 his wife, Jacqueline Kennedy, refused to change
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vthe pmk suit that ‘was stamed with his blood and his brains.

- «“Let them see what they have done,” she said. She didn’t want -
the v1olence to be swept away. She wanted the horrific loss

she was feeling to-be fully Wltnessed Havmg gnef Wltnessed is
about making loss real. -

When Jackie Kennedy lost her husband and Vice Pres1dent

Biden lost his son, they were both public figures. But for oth-
ers, the tragedy of loss is what thrusts them into the public eye.

This was the case for a young couple from Manhattan; Jayson:

-and Stacy Greene, whom 1.met at one of my grief’ workshops

at Krlpalu a retreat center in Stockbridge; Massachusetts. One

. morning their two-year-old daughter, Greta, was sitting on a
‘bench on the Upper West Side of Manhattan with her grand-
mother when suddenly a piece of masonry fell eight stories,

hitting Greta. The toddler was rushed to the hospital where
she underwent emergency brain. surgery, but she never regained,

consciousness and died.

Local media reported the tragedy and the story spread imme-
diately, getting picked up by The New York Times and many
other news outlets. The Daily News had used a photograph of
Greta from her mother’s Facebook page for a front-page story.
Greta’s parents quickly had become recognizable figures, and

everywhere they went, well-meaning strangers would talk to

them and offer condolences and ask questions. For Jayson and
Stacy, in their fog of grief, these approaches felt intrusive. The
attention was bewildering at a time when they were barely able
‘to hold themselves together. They felt like the whole world was
~ watching them grieve. :

During the workshop, people were readlng letters T had them

write the night before. Jayson tentatively raised his hand in the -
‘back. When he read his letter to his daughter in a trembling -

voice, everyone in the room was shaken by their story. T knew

they could feel it. I invited Jayson and:Stacy to come to the

front of the room and gave them permission to express all their
_ negative feelings. I told them, “It’s not uncommon for a couple
whose child has died to be jealous of happy, carefree families.
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It’s normal in grief to feel anger. It’s appropriate and inevitable.

. Anger even has its own stage in the grieving process. Let it out.”

To encourage them, I took in the story and their pain as

~much as I could and began hitting the pillows I kept in the

room for people to use to release their anger. Their pain was
now in the room. I screamed for them, showing them that I was

_ agonized and outraged that their daughter had died. They were
shocked at my intensity in front of a room of people, but it ulti-

mately gave them permission to have their own emotional out-
bursts. Jayson began drawing on an inner rage, and I started
with him. I knew I was just a catalyst. :

“I hate happy families!”

© The room felt like it was with him as hlS hands hit the pil-
low. Stacy was behind him, watching Jayson with her hands in
fists. But she had nowhere to go. Hardly realizing my own con-
nection with her loss and anger, I turned to her like a coach in
the last few moments of an important game and asked, “Stacy,
what are you angry at?” :

I could see her feeling anger and suppressing it at the same
time. ‘

“I don’t know, she said.

“What kind of world do we live in,” I said to the room and
to God, “where your daughters death would be allowed to
happen?” Lo

Jayson turned to me as a husband who was protective of his
wife and her grief. He said, “Don’t yell at her.”

Stacy said, “The building was a center for seniors, and now
when I walk around, I feel ... When I walk past old people,
I have a hard time.” She took a deep breath. “They make me,
angry, so whatam I supposed to do, walk around saying I hate
old people?” : :

“Absolutely!” I said. “Everyone here knows What that means
and that you don’t really hate old people. You hate the time
they have. You hate that they have lived full lives Where Greta’s
was cut so short.” : : :

Stacy looked like she was s unable to say it, espec1ally with a
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few silver-haired people in the room. I looked ‘-a‘r'ounvd'and said
“Let’s all say,One ... two . .. three: I hate old people!” -
“*The people in the"‘ro_‘omfwere,téking»her'.ang'cr Very sefi-
‘ously, not personalizing it, but realizing that this was 5ab_out t
~ unfairness of time. = - e o ek e T
When we feel it, we release it and we can be free. It was a
pfofound experience, niot only for them. It affected everyone’
in thé room who was there to witness their grief. I knew thi
‘would be the beginning of their healing. R
" Jayson called me months later and said, “I don’t know if you . 4
rémerﬁber me.” S S 2
I told him I'Wbuld never fofget him ‘or Greta and he was
- ‘moved that I remembered: He told me that the weekend he :
_spent in my workshop had been a tipping point. Until then, -
they had felt like they had: been singled out for a tragedy. But
“being with s0 many others who had also-experienced terrible
- l‘osseét-héd made them feel less victimized. This is part of what
Tthink these grief workshops can accomplish—allowing those. -
~ who are suffering to witness and reflect each other’s pain.

Communal Mourning *

Funerals and memorials are important. Something profound
happens when others see and hear and acknowledge our grief.
Mournihg is the outward expression of our grief. Conversely,
- something goes wrong when it remains unseen. That’s. why
1 believe that when someone decides not to have a funeral,
- they’re missing out. A funeral is the time for people to gather as
a family, as a community, to witness grief together. The funeral
~ is the most well-known ritual for death, a ceremony that cre
ates meaning out of our loved one’s experience of life; and our
‘own experience of loss. e
At a memorial, people talk about what the dead person
meant to them. This may be in the form of a somber eulogy or
a funny story. It can be accompaniéd by laughter or by tears—
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or both. Whatever form it takes',,te&,lllingi the story fof’:thevlove'd‘
one’s life helps the mourners to accept the reality of death. It -
also helps us through the process of grieving. We need to hear
the story from others, which:helps us see things from a differ-
ent perspective, and we need to tell it ourselves. e
"In the eulogy of Diana Spencer, Princess of Wales, her brother,; .
Charles Spencet, told those who. gathered in her honor, “Today

is our chance to say thank you for the way:you brightened our

lives, yeven;though God granted you but half a life. We will all feel
cheated that you were taken from us so young, and yet we must
learn to be grateful that you came along at all: Only now you are
gone do we truly appreciate what we -are now without and we
want you'to know that life without you is-very, very difficult.” o
That is where the healing—and "the ‘meaning making=-
begins. v M L R I L
We think we can spare our children pain by not exposing them

to the reality of death: But the opposite is true. Our children, just

like us, are in pain when they lose someone they love, and it will g
not help them to have their pain glossed over. Going to a funeral
will help because they, too, need to have their pain witnessed, to
feel it reflected in the emotions of those around them. Flbmgd
When I explain funerals to young children, 'l say something
like, “Do you remember last year when you went to Grandpa’s
house for his birthday gathering? Everyone sang ‘Happy Birth- ;

day’? That’s a way of saying I love you: Now that Grandpa has

died, we’re going to have a funeral for hir and gather one last
time in his honor to say goodbye. Saying goodbye is another
way we say I love you.” . UL S TR

- The funeral ritual is important An witnessing grief because
we will grieve alone for the rest of our lives. This is'our last for-
mal time to mourn together. One of the most common things
we hear at.funerals is that-the deceased would not want us to-
grieve for them. I always think if we can’t grieve at the funetal, -
when can we grieve? The funeral is by design a communal time
to witness each other’s grief through music, stories, poems, and-
prayers. . : P ’ LT RS B
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People often: ask me, “Is a memorial better than a celebra-
tion of life?” My answer is one is not better than the oth
They are both ways we witness our grief.In a memorial, we
witness the sadness of the loss as well-as honor their life. The
celebration of life clearly moves the focus to celebrate what
they meant to us when they were alive. I always remlnd people
you can still cry at a celeébration of life. :

Ellen was a child of six who was very attached to her great-
“aunt; Ruth. They were inseparable, and when Ruth contracted

brain cancer, she went to a nursing-home to be cared for. Ellen
missed her terribly and kept. as'king where her aunt was. Her
mother said, “She’s away resting.”

Ellen kept asking when she Would come back home, ; and her
mother said, “Pretty soon.” :

A few weeks later, her mother told her that Ruth had died
Ellen climbed into her mother’s lap and cried, but after a few .
" minutes, her mother walked away, went upstairs to her bed

room, and shut the door. On the day of the funeral, Ellen’
mother:and father left the house to bury Ruth. Ellen begged‘
to go-along, but they said that the funeral was for grown-ups. .

In my lectures I ask whether Ellen should have been allowed .
to go to the funeral. Both small and large groups always answer
‘with a resounding yes!

I follow up with, “How many of you have issues or wounds’,

because you were allowed to go to a funeral?” Occasionally I
get a hand or two. Then I ask;, “How many of you have i 1,ssues,z
“wounds, or trauma because you weren’t allowed to go to the .
‘funeral?” About 15 percent of the hands in the room will go up.-
- "We think skipping the pain helps our children, but the oppo-
site is true. Our childreén, just like us, need their pain witnessed,
and a funeral is important to them. When I was a child, some-
‘times our car would be slowed down because we were behind
a hearse. We were used to seeing those black station wagons
that picked up bodies at the hospital or someone’s home: Now
hearses are only used for the short drive between the service
-and the gravesite. Death has become sanitized, and the dead.

GYR'I'EF MUS'T,ZBE WI,T,N‘ESSED"' St

move around our cities in Whlte unmarked vans. The next time
you see a white van W1th no Wmdows, you re probably behmdn
a hearse.

‘People often tell me they are. stuck in the1r loss In the old
days, there was just the funeral and the. burial. People didn’t
have many choices. Now with cremation, there are many more.
options. We have the ability to personalize our final dlsposmon
as well as choose how and when we have a ceremony. That :

option to delay. thlngs is not just for cremation, but for the

‘burial ceremony. These new chomes also provide more oppor-
tunity for putting things off. e

1 often ask people questions about their loved one’s memo- e

r1al or celebration of hfe "More and 1 more,. the ones Who are

stuck in grief say; “We didn’t have one. Tt just wasn’t: pracn-f' R

cal.” Or “Everyone was busy. We were thinking of doing one in
six months when everyone could plan,” or “but now too much
time has passed,” or “now another family member has died.”

When someone is struggling with their grief, and I ask about |
the final remains, they often tell me the ashes are temporarily in )
the closet until they figure out what to do with them. -

- Ceremonies commemorating a loss are not supposed to be
practical, easy, or come at a perfect time, When our loved ones
die, it is the moment when grief is most palpable and witness-

ing is most. needed There is no completion of grief or closure;

but that last ceremony is a bookend that acknowledges that
the final chapter of life has ended. There seems to be an ever-
growing inconclusiveness when the'life of a loved one is not

~marked by an event.

‘We need a sense of community when we are in mourning

because we were not meant to be islands of grief. The real- .
ity is that we heal as a tribe. There is no greater gift you can .-

give someone in grief than to ask them about their loved one,

and then truly listen. ' When 'we see our sorrow in the eyes of

another, we know our grief has meaning. We get a glimpse,
maybe for the first time since the loss; that we will survwe, and
a future is p0351ble S




