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Introduction

Welcome! I am thrilled to accompany you on this navigating grief journey, and I am also so sad to make your acquaintance under such heartbreaking circumstances. I hope to help you learn all about your loss, the love that preceded it, and what it may guide you to do as you make your way through the pages of this book. I also hope you will find a bit of enthusiasm for the experiences, insights, and healing that will follow.

Professionally, I’m a licensed clinical psychologist. Personally, I’m a veteran griever. After a significant loss early in my life, the sturdy, assuring presence of a few family members inspired my interest in psychology. I wanted to help others the way I had been helped: emotionally held, warmly understood, and hopeful. That desire deepened with each additional loss.

During my graduate training, a woman who was an incredible professor and mentor, who was grieving the loss of her son Tyler, helped me specialize in grief and loss. I participated in amazing certification programs with expert mentorship to understand and effectively work with loss of all kinds: human and pet deaths, loss of identity or future dreams, changes in relationship status or ended relationships (romantic, familial, or with friends), transitions in life stages, challenges in health, change in roles or responsibilities, the loss of “normal,” and more.

Yet that training did not prevent my heart from absolutely shattering when my darling niece, Haven, died. It was through feeling the depth of our loss as a family, maintaining a connection with supportive close ones, and engaging in inner-work exercises that we managed to get through the early days of grieving. That same process has helped so many bereaved and grieving clients I meet with each week.

As I wrote this book and curated the content, I thought of you, dear reader: who and what you might be grieving, what you may be feeling, what the desires of your heart might include, and what you hope to gain by going through this process.

Although I hope this workbook will serve as a helpful way to work through loss of any kind—and the broad spectrum of complicated feelings attached to it—it is not meant as a replacement for proper support. It should not replace competent care with a therapist, recommended medication, or medical treatment. Any ongoing or debilitating feelings of depression or anxiety should be addressed by a medical professional. (For professional help ideas, please check out the Resources section.)

Your heart mourns. To some extent, it always will. Grief leaves a permanent mark to cauterize where love existed. But that scar doesn’t have to prevent you from healing. It can serve you well, both as a reminder of who and what made you who you are, and as fuel to live a meaningful life. With that in mind, let’s journey through that grief and love together.


How to Use This Book

This workbook is a companion to Navigating Grief: A Guided Journal by Mia Roldan, LCSW, LCDC. Even though each volume can stand alone, they complement each other and can be read either together or sequentially.

This book can be used in various ways and is most effective when you trust your gut about how to work through it. Each chapter builds upon and supportively interacts with the one before, so the content will flow most seamlessly if you work sequentially. However, you can flip to specific sections or exercises based on what you need each day and the time you have available.

The book is divided into two parts: information and skills. Reading part 1 will deepen your understanding of grief and prepare you to interact with it in helpful ways. It establishes the framework for the exercises suggested in part 2, which focus on specific tools for moving through your grief. The skills make feeling, holding, responding to, and learning from your grief more manageable.

Each chapter in part 2 consists of the following elements:

• Case studies: examples of the issues presented in the chapter, drawn from real-life scenarios, to both show how others respond to the themes in the chapter and to normalize your experience.
• Affirmations: self-affirming declarations to repeat and reread as uplifting encouragement to continue your grief work.
• Journal prompts: questions and statements to help you learn more about yourself, sort through and clarify your inner world, and foster healing.
• Activities: on-the-page exercises (like checklists, drawings, and tables) to further sit with, feel, understand, and heal from your loss.
• Outside practices: ideas for activities you can do outside this book to further help on your journey with grief.


Neither grief nor healing can be rushed, so please take your time as you interact with each element. You will get the best results by giving yourself some emotional space to reflect on, consider, experiment with, and feel what comes up with each exercise. Allow for curiosity, and enjoy the journey!


How to Use This Workbook on an Ebook Device

If you’re reading this workbook on a touch-screen device, you can add notes and highlight text just like you would in a physical workbook.

Some sections will prompt you to write in answers or personal responses. It’s easy—give it a try right here: __________.

With your finger, tap and hold for a few moments on the line above. Depending on the device you’re using, an icon such as a magnifying glass will appear. Lift your finger and you’ll see an options menu. Select “Note” (or “Notes”) to add and save your own text. When you’re done, an icon or highlighted area will remain, which you can always return to and tap if you want to reopen and read or edit your note.

The same tap-and-hold options menu offers “Highlight” or “Color,” which you can select if you want to highlight a passage or “check” a box. Experiment with it: By swiping your finger before releasing you can select entire sentences or paragraphs. The options menu also offers “Bookmark” for when you want quick access back to certain pages.

This method is the same on nearly all touch-screen ebook devices, but some have slight variations. If you’d like more information specific to the device you’re holding in your hands, a quick online search will yield best results.
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PART I

AN INTRODUCTION TO GRIEF AND GRIEVING

Despite the perception that grief should be a brief period of sadness after a loss, it rarely ever is. It isn’t as simple as crying at a funeral or after the end of a relationship and then moving on unaffected. It is also more than just the emotional response to losing the people and things we cherish. Grief is a multidimensional process. Beyond feelings, our reactions to loss include physical, psychological, behavioral, philosophical, spiritual, social, and cultural manifestations. Grief affects each domain to different degrees and intensities across our lifespan and for each loss we suffer.

There isn’t a specific “symptom” or a healing timeline, because how we experience grief and subsequently mourn is wholly unique. Given this multidimensional, unpredictable impact, grief can feel destabilizing and overwhelming. But take heart, the two chapters in part 1 will introduce you to grief and the grieving process. I hope the information empowers you with knowledge and validation when you need something solid and hopeful to hold onto. You’ll learn that grief touches us just as it needs to, showing us who and what is important and how to live with that focus.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding Grief

Western culture tends to be grief averse. Rarely are people comfortable hearing about your grief or seeing you mourn. For most, it often feels safer to avoid reminders that heartbreak happens and will affect us all. Plus, others’ grief makes us feel helpless: What do we say or do, or not say and do, to and for the griever? Grief is often avoided in family interactions, the workplace, and social circles. Unless, of course, someone is “taking too long” or is “stuck.” Yet, we often see grief in the media; movie scenes or news footage of tragedy are often raw and shocking. Taken together, the message society shares is that grief is ruinous and yet should be overcome within days or weeks.

In this chapter, I provide a holistic depiction of grief and mourning so you can have an accurate understanding, informed by evidenced-based wisdom, of the ruin and the restoration. I will address common misconceptions and misgivings, so you can release unnecessary fear and tension about how grief may affect you. You can then move into, through, and out of acute grief with less resistance, stress, and fear. This will add some ease and confidence to your grief journey. You may even find that your grief becomes the most comforting part of your post-loss life. Let’s go find out.

Jenn’s Story
Jenn and her husband, Jason, had a fairytale beginning. They shared a natural connection that quickly led to falling in love and marriage. Together, they handled the tasks of working, maintaining their home, and raising their three children. However, with time, their relationship hollowed as their focus moved to the needs of work and life. Eventually, they concluded that it would be best for everyone if they amicably ended the marriage.
At first, Jenn’s heartache felt ambiguous, like she shouldn’t grieve—after all, Jason was still physically present and an active co-parent. Yet, she realized she needed to mourn the loss of her marriage. She felt overwhelmed by the multitude of secondary losses that came with the divorce, such as no longer having Jason’s presence in and help around the house, the easy sense of safety, the companionship of her best friend and lover, and financial security. Her greatest sense of loss, however, involved their children, due to split custody. Jenn mourned not having the children at home every day and on some holidays. She also grieved not providing her kids with the kind of stable home she and Jason had originally planned.
To help cope with her grief, stress, and anxiety, navigate the changes in her caregiving roles, and maintain the emotional capacity to help her children adjust, Jenn met with a therapist and enrolled her children in divorce support groups. Her sense of annihilation began to ease as she worked through the losses, found the courage to step into the future she didn’t expect or hope for, and identified purpose and meaning in her new life.


Defining the Indefinable

Grief is more than suffering the loss of someone or something meaningful to you. The pain of grief can disrupt many areas of life: personal identity, roles and responsibilities, physical health, work interests or productivity, social interactions, philosophical perspectives, faith, and more. The more significant your loss, the greater your grief will be. It’s an ever-changing kaleidoscope of feelings, physical sensations, and perceptions that can flare up when you experience certain interpersonal interactions, situations, dates, places, memories, and expectations. It’s a state of being that permeates every area of life: your sense of self, safety, connection, capacity, trust, purpose, meaning, and more. As such, grief isn’t something that can be defined in terms that always apply. It changes in expression, intensity, course, and duration. It is different for each person and each loss.

Because your grief is unique to you and what you’re mourning, there isn’t a “right” or “wrong” way to move through it. There is no such thing as “normal” grief. You are the expert on what your path to healing looks like and when you may need additional support. Those needs may change as you move along or bounce around the spectrum of responses to grief. That spectrum includes how quickly or slowly you feel ready to sit with and process your reactions, as well as how mild or intense your grief feels. Whatever your experience, you can trust that your timeline, thoughts, feelings, and needs are common, expected, and just right for your grief journey.

The Things We Mourn

Because grief is the reaction to any heartfelt loss, it becomes a part of our lives in countless ways. We grieve lost relationships through death, divorce, breakups, and changes in circumstances (like a colleague quitting or a classmate transferring). We mourn the changes in health status and death of our beloved pets and companion animals (even if not everyone is as understanding or sympathetic about our nonhuman loss). We grieve during life transitions—both those hoped for (like retiring, becoming an empty nester, or moving) and dreaded (such as declining health, financial instability, or job loss). We mourn the loss of what is personally and socially “normal,” such as the end of a favorite television series, changes in work or school, social distancing requirements, feeling safe in public spaces, and even the closure of our favorite restaurants. And we grieve changes in our abilities, identities, roles, and plans. The things we grieve can be as small as the store not having our favorite ice cream in stock and as big as multiple losses in a short amount of time—and all of them are worthy of our attention and compassion.

Seemingly insignificant losses may not truly be inconsequential. A fresh loss can reconnect us with a more extensive or longstanding one, dredging up and refreshing pain from the past. When the ice cream is out of stock, its absence may feel like you don’t have access to a helpful source of comfort, which could reconnect you with missing a deceased parent and wishing they were alive to comfort you today. That’s why it is imperative to honor and explore all hurts, no matter how “small.”

What Purpose Does Grief Serve?

Grief, although unpleasant, has evolutionarily adaptive underpinnings. It promotes physiological, cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioral reactions that help us adapt and survive post-loss.

The sadness we feel in grief motivates us to reestablish the lost relationship in a different way. With the loss, our sense of self and safety are threatened. We feel alone and vulnerable to threats. Thus, we seek out who or what we’ve lost in memories, during day-to-day experiences, and through reviewing (sometimes even ruminating about) expected plans, and we engage in grief-driven behaviors to draw support or safety in those vulnerable times. Crying, for example, can elicit compassion from and company with others. Funerals—literal gatherings of a supportive community around loss—strengthen social ties and protection. Even withdrawing from socializing facilitates the time and space necessary for mourning. These grief-driven behaviors are, at their core, survival tactics, as they protect us while we recover from our loss.

Grief is also a form of learning that improves our ability to adapt post-loss. We must learn ways to function and exist without the expected or desired people and things in our lives. Grief also serves to organize our ways of understanding; it establishes sections, or bookends of experiences, of life before and life after loss. It contextualizes our lives, needs, and goals. Thus, grief’s purpose is to elicit mourning so that our brains can rewire while we receive support from others, which moves us through the initial devastation of loss into a place where we can live with the loss in meaningful ways.

Myths and Misconceptions About Grief
Assertions about the grief process touted by our grief-averse society generally do not apply to everyone and are rarely accurate. The problem with these pop culture misconceptions is that they tend to sidestep the processes and supports that lead to healing, making our grief expectations, experience, and healing longer and more difficult.
Here are some of the most common myths:
• There is a right way to grieve.
• There is a standard timeline that grief follows.
• There are set stages and emotions of grief that everyone goes through.
• Life goes back to “normal” when you’re done grieving.
• The goals are to “get over it,” find “closure,” and “move on.”
• Grief, like a cold, improves slightly each day until it is totally gone.
• Thinking and talking about loss makes it worse.
• The best sources of support are always family and friends.
• There is a prize for having the worst loss or suffering the most.
• Unless others have experienced the same loss, they can’t understand your pain.
• Crying demonstrates weakness.
• You need to “stay strong.”
• It’s better that children do not see you mourn.
• Medication is the most reliable path out of grief.
These misconceptions refer mostly to grief after a death:
• The first year is the worst.
• Children should not attend funerals.
• You should get rid of your loved one’s belongings.
• When someone dies, your relationship ends.
• If you keep talking about your grief and your loved one after (insert some made-up timeframe), you’re “stuck.”
• You dishonor the one you mourn if your grief lessens or you move forward with your life.
• Faith always lessens grief.


Common Ways Grief Shows Up

Grief presents differently for each of us and for each loss. How grief is expressed and the intensity of our reaction to it is based on a combination of the type of loss, our relationship with who/what was lost, the cause of the loss, previous losses, our life experiences, our attachment style, our personality, our culture, our age and health, our spiritual identity, and our access to support and resources.

Although grief reactions are influenced by our unique histories and circumstances, there are some common ways it manifests. In this section, we’ll look at some of the effects grief can have on our lives. The list is not exhaustive, but rather illustrates the holistic nature of grief’s impact on the physical, psychological, emotional, social, and spiritual domains.

You won’t necessarily experience all the responses described here. For those you do experience, be assured that the intensity does not last forever. The overpowering acute feelings become waves, then bursts, and eventually they may only occur when activated (or “triggered”) by specific reminders. During this intense period, though, it’s important to respond to your grief, however it shows up, with curiosity, openness, and compassion. Be gentle; these manifestations are all natural parts of grief; they have a purpose.

Disorientation

Everything changes when you lose an important person or part of your life. Nothing feels familiar or safe. This disorientation makes most grievers feel shocked, confused, panicked, and directionless. The stress of the experience increases levels of cortisol (a stress hormone), which can negatively affect sleep, cognition, memory, and judgment. The combination results in “grief brain,” which is a general state of mental fogginess where you struggle to concentrate, complete tasks, and stay on top of things. Because the brain is focused on the feelings and goals of grief, there isn’t much capacity left for the tasks of everyday life.

Emotional Volatility

Loss ushers in a period of emotional disorder. Feelings seemingly come and go without our control, each with varying intensities and impacts on our schedules and mood. We often experience a wide range of strong emotions: anger, anguish, anxiety, guilt, helplessness, horror, loneliness, longing, love, nostalgia, being overwhelmed, sadness, regret, responsibility, and many more. We can shift from one emotion to the next with shocking speed, oscillating between high highs and low lows. The feelings may result from activators directly related to our loss, or may show up seemingly out of nowhere. As a result, we may doubt our ability to function or interact with others effectively.

Anger

Anger can feel scary. It ranges from feelings simmering just below the surface to explosive outbursts. Anger wants to be directed at who or what is at fault—to undo or fix the terrible thing that has happened. In this way, anger isn’t all “bad” and has an important role in grief. It communicates that something essential to you is gone, that you feel out of control (in your inner and outer worlds), and that the combination is unfair. Thus, anger can separate you from others, or it can energize you to solve what you can and heal what you can’t about your situation.

Loneliness

Whom or what you’ve lost leaves a hole that no one and nothing else can fill—a hole that you feel trapped at the bottom of. You may fear that no one else could understand the intensity of your grief or the devastation of the loss. That perception, mixed with intense longing for what was lost, can lead to isolation—the feeling of being alone even when surrounded by others. Yet this sense of being separate from the world serves the grief process. It gives you the time and space to feel your feelings, orient to the new reality, and create a new normal.

Numbness

Even though big feelings and displays of anguish are often associated with grief, their lack is also common. Numbness—feeling emotionally blank or flat—is a frequent grief reaction. It is a safe zone between the trauma of the loss and the resultant pain. Numbness may be interpreted as evidence that you didn’t love or care about what was lost. It can also seem like you’re grieving “wrong.” It is neither. Detachment is a protective mechanism against being overwhelmed and disoriented by loss. It can create the capacity to function and deal with the post-loss to-do lists.

Loss of Appetite

Lack of appetite is your body’s way of protecting you when you are grieving. Loss is innately perceived as a major threat, so your body activates the stress response (known as fight-or-flight) to cope. This diverts blood away from your digestive system to your limbs and heart, readying them for battle or escape rather than digestion. In this state, your digestive tract tenses and your mouth goes dry, making it difficult to swallow. Poor appetite is common when grieving, but not eating makes you feel worse. Even if it’s unappealing or difficult, eat what you can so you have the energy to heal.

Disbelief

Loss is shocking. It can feel unbelievable, incomprehensible, and even untrue. The initial and ongoing disbelief can be frustrating for others, but it has an important role. It protects you from the full brunt of grief. It allows you to have small, tolerable interactions with the reality of the loss without being overcome by it. Disbelief gives you more time to feel connected to whom or what you’ve lost and buffers you from the pain of the absence. In this way, it helps manage the intense emotional reactions of loss. Disbelief naturally fades with time, so be patient with yourself and others until it does.

Guilt

Loss tends to usher in a period of self-reflection. You consider what happened leading up to the loss and your role in it. Guilt can emerge when you find behaviors or choices that seem to be linked to the loss, when you think you should have done something differently, or when you recall interacting in ways that were less than your ideal. Yet guilt, like anger, can be a catalyst for desired change. The feelings of sadness, responsibility, and regret inherent in guilt motivate you to behave differently, more in line with your values and priorities, in the future.

Shame

After a loss, we naturally reflect on whether we had a role in it. Sometimes we mistakenly assume full responsibility. That blame can feel like a secret or something everyone else believes, too, which fuels self-consciousness and low self-worth. Mixed with an enormous sense of failure, you see yourself as forever “bad.” Critical questions and beliefs—like “How did you let this happen?” or “You should have done more”—aren’t constructive. They augment grief and prevent recovery. You may even feel that you don’t deserve to heal. Please know that shame doesn’t speak the truth and loses its power when shared with trusted confidants.

Anxiety

Loss, especially unexpected loss, reveals existential truths: You aren’t always safe, have very little control, and nothing is certain. This, combined with the other features of grief (like vulnerability and disorientation), activates feelings of being in danger, helpless, and uncertain. That leads to anxiety about losing other important people, things, or aspects of your life. This worry can manifest through physical symptoms (like a racing heart, stomach discomfort, or insomnia), which can add health concerns to the worry. The practices in part 2 are intended to improve your heartbreak-induced anxiety and overall health.

Grief Can Affect You Physically, Too
Grief affects more than your emotional state; it affects your physiology, too. It uses your whole body to express the magnitude of your loss. Initially, you may feel increased adrenaline to fuel being able to address the immediate needs and logistics of loss. Your sleep cycles may change, leading to difficulty sleeping or sleeping a lot. There can be a host of digestive-related responses, such as loss of appetite, food aversion, nausea, increased appetite, and cravings for easily digestible or comfort foods.
Neurological effects such as headaches, dizziness, difficulty concentrating, and poor memory can also result from grief, poor sleep, increased stress, and poor nutrition. On a cellular level, the stress of grief can affect your overall health, because it increases inflammation, weakens the immune system, and raises blood pressure. This can make you more susceptible to being sick and having flare-ups of chronic health issues. You may also have increased body aches, pains, and stiffness as the body processes the incredible amount of stress hormones released when grieving.
Even though these effects are unpleasant, they are usually temporary. However, if you try to ignore, suppress, avoid, or otherwise not allow the natural grief process, its desire to be witnessed and expressed can cause greater harm to your health. Avoidance and rumination (repetitive negative thoughts) steal your energy, attention, and time. They intensify the normal manifestations of grief, can make your health worse, and distract you from being able to integrate and adapt to the loss and, ultimately, heal.


Ways of Understanding the Grieving Process

Grief can feel unpredictable, confusing, and disorienting. Yet there are multiple lenses through which the purpose and processes of grief can be understood. Many psychologists and researchers have proposed theories about grief’s progression, functions, and effects. These theoretical models provide an overview of grief, offering a vague roadmap of what’s to come and what the destination may look like.

Some theories suggest that grief work (the act of coping with and transforming loss) means facing the pain directly without intentionally avoiding it. Others propose that those same emotions and behaviors, like avoidance and denial, are healthy and vital aspects of grief that need to be embraced. Others claim that grief enables a necessary learning process of neurological and psychological adaptation to the loss.

Three important models of grief are highlighted in this section. They represent just a sampling of the theories that exist. (If you are inspired by the framework the models provide, there is an excellent recommendation on grief theory in the Resources section.) But please remember, although the models can establish a sense of order and purpose in the turmoil of grief, they are not laws. Your experience will and should be all your own.

The Five Stages

The Five Stages of Grief, first proposed by psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, says that most grievers go through five core emotions after loss: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These stages do not represent a linear progression through grief, but rather a description of the most common emotional reactions—in no particular order. You may not feel all five emotions or experience them in the order listed. You likely will bounce among them, feel some more frequently than others, and feel them more than once. To support the original model, two additional stages have been suggested by modern grief experts: anxiety (from Claire Bidwell Smith) and meaning (from David Kessler).

Grieving as Learning

Psychologist Mary-Frances O’Connor’s neuroscience-based Grief as Learning model says that grief facilitates the brain’s adaptation to loss. When we attach to someone or something, our neurons create mental pathways (that is, they learn) about who, where, and what to expect from the bond and how to access it. When that person or thing is no longer accessible, we must reestablish where they went, how to function in their absence, and how to exist in the future without them. Our physical brain must update and recalibrate to the new situation as much as our conscious awareness must. Grief work, therefore, helps us adapt to loss through learning and rewiring our brain.

The Dual Process Model

The Dual Process Model of Grief, as espoused by psychologists Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut, says that our grief heals by naturally switching between two kinds of coping styles. Loss-oriented coping means engaging in things that connect us with both our loved ones and feelings of loss (like looking at photos and reminiscing). Restoration-oriented behaviors (like working, cleaning, and watching movies) briefly distract us from our grief and allow us to function. Switching between feeling our feelings and taking breaks from them through functional tasks helps us work through our grief and remain productive as well as heal without becoming stuck in either coping style.

The Experience of Feeling Your Grief

It can be comforting to have these theoretical frameworks for understanding grief, but there are still many unknowns. One of the most unclear aspects is why grief is different for each person each time they encounter it. Grief is a certain human experience, yet there are few certainties in its presentation from person to person and from loss to loss. These models provide a helpful picture of what most instances of grief have in common, but they cannot provide a sense of what “normal” grief is like.

So even with the guidance of grief theory, having an intellectual understanding of grief is helpful but not the same as an experiential understanding of it. And even when you have personal knowledge of grief, it does not prevent you from being overcome in new ways or feeling adrift in uncharted waters when you experience new losses. Whether you’re a first- or fortieth-time griever, the only way to get through your grief is to feel it. That said, how and when that happens will depend on you: your sense of readiness, emotional capacity, and support from others. Trust yourself to know when it is the right time to be with your grief.

It can seem counterintuitive to move toward something that you know will hurt, but the mourning process is a kind of growing pain. As you mourn, you reflect on what’s most important to you, reassess how you live your life, adapt to the impact of the loss, and integrate the loss into who you are. Then you can feel ready to move forward in life with greater purpose and meaning. That’s why being open to your grief and the messages it sends through your thoughts, feelings, and impulses is so vital to your ultimate healing.

When to Consider Professional Help

Grief brings a sense of chaos. Unpredictable feelings that range from numbness to devastation can unexpectedly overwhelm you. The many physical manifestations of grief can be uncomfortable and even alarming. Additionally, the brain fog and cognitive complications common in grief can lead to self-doubt and concerns about whether you are “going crazy.” Navigating the all-encompassing impact of grief and not knowing whether you should worry about what you are experiencing can be hard.

Please consider professional help with your grief when you:

• Feel curious about, or drawn to, the idea of counseling
• Can’t speak openly and honestly about your grief experience with others
• Need more tools for coping with emotions, reducing stress, better communicating, or setting and keeping boundaries
• Experience a traumatic loss
• Have unwanted changes in roles, responsibilities, and identities
• Can’t sleep or eat well
• Think you may be “stuck” or impaired by your grief
• Struggle to function or engage in day-to-day life
• Dwell in guilt, shame, worthlessness, or self-loathing
• Use alcohol or drugs to cope
• Have thoughts about death, feel like you would be “better off dead” or “should have died” with your beloved


Although this list mostly highlights very serious problems as motivation for counseling, please know that therapy is a great resource for everyone. You don’t need to be severely compromised to seek support. Speaking with a therapist, and even trusted friends or family, can offer huge relief at any stage of your grieving process.

See the Resources section for some help in locating a grief professional. And please, for any health concerns, seek immediate and appropriate medical attention.

Give Yourself Permission to Grieve

This introduction to grief may have prompted some apprehension. After all, it’s clear that grief is unpredictable, can be overpowering, and affects all areas of life. As you mourn, you may feel fragile, vulnerable, and reactive. You may question previously established parts of your life, like values, faith, priorities, identities, and roles. Your trust in yourself, others, the world, and the future can be challenged. You may feel as if recovering from the loss is unlikely, or question whether you want to, or even should, heal from it. You may feel pressured or confused by the guidance and feedback from others. It’s no wonder that grief is the most stressful life experience you can endure.

Yet grief work can be a sacred time of connection and clarity, reflection and renewal, perspective-gaining and meaning-making. The first step is to simply hold nonjudgmental openness for all that you think, feel, and experience along the way. Instead of trying to force the process into a specific timeline or agenda, allow your grief to show up on its own terms and schedule. Let go of what others dictate and their opinions about what’s best for you.

You may find comfort in sharing your grief with loved ones, but remember that it’s also okay to intentionally protect your grief (and your love for the person or thing you’re mourning) by discerning where and with whom to share your feelings. Despite usually positive intentions, not everyone can hold the compassionate, nonjudgmental space necessary for your grief and all it entails.

Similarly, be sure to hold that safe space for yourself. Try to respond to your heartache with curiosity, compassion, and permission. Doing so will lessen grief’s burden and reestablish trust with yourself and the world. Allowing the time and space necessary to feel what you need to feel, nonjudgmentally, is the greatest gift you can give to yourself, those around you, and whoever or whatever you lost. You may not feel or believe it now, but trust that there is life for you—even a wonderful life—after loss.

Key Takeaways

We will all experience loss and the subsequent grief and mourning processes at some point in our lives, yet no one will feel it the same way. The expressions of grief and how intense you will feel them depend on many factors unique to you. Your relationship with whom or what you’ve lost and its significance in your life greatly influence the magnitude of your grief.

There are some common features and trajectories of the grief process. These are captured in various grief theories that support the importance of being with your grief and being with others when you grieve. At times, this includes seeking professional help.

Additional important takeaways for understanding grief include:

• Grief is the reaction to any heartfelt loss and can affect you across all areas of life.
• Grief, although unpleasant, has evolutionarily adaptive underpinnings.
• Misconceptions about grief make your expectations, experience, and healing longer and more difficult.
• Common manifestations of grief include disorientation, emotional volatility, anger, loneliness, numbness, loss of appetite, disbelief, guilt, shame, and anxiety.
• Avoidance, suppression, and rumination intensify grief reactions, can worsen health, and distract you from healing.
• The intensity and frequency of grief will lessen with time.
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CHAPTER 2

Processing Grief and Integrating Loss

After a profound loss, your heart can feel a million shades of grief. There are hues and intensities that you expect and others that catch you off guard. Some of the feelings may cause you to raise a defensive hand. They feel overwhelming and dangerous, like the hot white light of the sun glaring into your eyes. With other emotions, you may retreat inward to seek solitude from people and things that flare up your heartbreak. Yet some aspects of your grief can bring soft, warm tones of gratitude, humor, and love. All of these have an important purpose and need to be felt.

This chapter will clarify the universal nature of grief, pitfalls that may arise in the grief journey, and what it means to heal. I’ll highlight the importance of honoring your experience, leaning toward the thoughts and feelings that surface, withholding judgment, and making space for personal transformation. You’ll see how the goal of grief is not to “recover” but to integrate the loss and the learning that results. This means maintaining an ongoing relationship with the person or thing you’re mourning, expanding your capacity to feel all the shades of grief, and growing into a more authentic version of yourself.

Zion’s Story
Zion was a dedicated husband to Imani through thirty-seven years of marriage. She was the love of his life. He served as her caregiver for three years as her health declined, and he was happy to do so. Although he anticipated that death would come, he was surprised at the intensity of the shock and disbelief he felt. “How could she be gone?” he wondered.
For the first eight months of grieving, Zion was in a daze. He felt stuck on a treadmill to nowhere, separated from others and the world. He could see others living life, but he had nowhere to go, nothing meaningful to do, and no one to do it with or for. Zion felt most comfortable being in their home, surrounded by Imani’s things. He left everything as it was and didn’t want to change anything in their space. It confused him that others said he should donate her items and reengage in the dating scene for companionship. At night, he couldn’t sleep, as Imani’s absence in their bed was too painful.
With more time, Zion’s feelings and behaviors slowly started to change. He felt capable of reengaging in hobbies he once enjoyed, started to sort through and donate some of Imani’s things, and began taking some road trips that they had always wanted to take. He found purpose in living out the life the two of them had planned for their retirement, for himself and for Imani.


To Grieve Is to Be Human

Whatever loss or losses brought you to this book, whatever suffering you’re enduring as you try to make sense of the gap between what you had and hoped for and what you have now, you have my deepest empathy.

There is so much to mourn with each loss: the loss itself and all that stemmed from it. That can make life feel scary as you grieve because almost everything feels like a reminder that what you cherish is no longer accessible: the empty space next to you in bed, not having that person to call, a pet that reminds you of your own, or something else you may have lost. In the case of a person, it can be devastating not hearing their laughs or footfalls and to have to find ways to fill the roles and tasks they used to take on.

What can be comforting about grief and those heart-pricking reminders of loss is that each time you feel them, they demonstrate that you once knew love. Whether it was love for a person, an animal companion, an aspect of your life, or an idea, it doesn’t matter. Grief is tied to much of what is positive about the human experience because you mourn the loss of what’s important to you. And that is where you find some of grief’s great gifts: It reveals what’s important to you, connects you to gratitude for having had that person or thing in your life, and inspires you to live in line with your values and priorities.

No Two Instances of Grief Are the Same

The reminders (also called activators or triggers) I previously mentioned are a large part of why no two people experience grief the same way. Your closeness and the nature of your relationship affect how and how often the absence is revealed. The ways that you process and mourn are also individual to you. That’s why each loss can feel very different from those that preceded it, even when you loved or cared about all of them very much.

In making space for the individuality of your grief journey, it can be helpful to understand the nuances that distinguish grief from mourning. Grief is your inner experience of loss; it involves your thoughts and feelings. Mourning is how you express that grief externally; it includes reminiscing with others, crying, creating or viewing photo albums, and more. Healing happens by feeling your grief and working through the mourning process.

This process can begin before death or separation even occurs. Anticipatory grief arises when change or death is imminent. It includes holding the weight and pain of the prognosis for weeks, months, or years. The incessant reminders of all that is being lost at the same time you are adapting to ongoing change add a fatiguing prologue to the grief journey.

Whether your loss has already happened or is on the horizon, you have a unique and personal voyage ahead. The content in part 1 will help you better understand what you may confront along the way, and the exercises in part 2 will help you maneuver through any challenging terrain you encounter.

Practicing Self-Care During Periods of Grief
Grief can be particularly hard on your physical, mental, and emotional health. As chapter 1 mentioned, grief can impact your body through changes in appetite, sleep, stress, energy, and overall health status. It can impact your mind through changes in clarity, cognition, concentration, memory, and problem-solving. Grief also impacts your emotions through the greater ranges, intensities, and frequencies of reactions felt. What’s more, each of these areas influences the others, wreaking havoc on your sense of capability to function in, sometimes even survive, the day.
This drain on your body, mind, and feelings is why self-care is so incredibly important during periods of grief and mourning. Every exhausted cell, every frazzled nerve, and every emotion expressed need respite, refuge, and repair. You can provide those healing balms by looking after yourself. Some might recommend a massage, long bath, or round of golf, but though those are great forms of relaxation and helpful movement, they aren’t always accessible to everyone. Self-care is an intentional mindset and behavior meant to tend to and address your needs, and there are many ways to access it. That rejuvenation looks different for every person and may look different for you each day, too. The practice of self-care includes honestly assessing where you feel most in need of care, considering how to provide it, and then compassionately prioritizing the time and resources needed for it. The tools in part 2 of this book will offer some guidance and ideas for identifying your self-care needs and options. Please take care of yourself—the world needs you to grieve well so you can be well.


Grief Follows Its Own Timeline

The grief theories we looked at in chapter 1 explain what types of emotional reactions are most common, the psychological phases that one might go through, and the purposes of the different grief processes, but they do not specify how long grief lasts. That’s because grief follows its own timeline.

That said, there is a highly controversial new mental health diagnosis of “prolonged grief disorder” in the recent Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Text Revision (DSM-5-TR), a book of clinical guidelines used by physicians. This particular diagnosis is meant to support those whose grief interferes with their ability to resume normal daily activities twelve months after experiencing a loss (or six months post-loss for children and teens). Many clinicians and researchers fear this diagnosis pathologizes love, since grief is a normal and healthy healing process. Others hope the diagnosis will fund greater research on grief and allow for targeted interventions. The diagnosis does enable more people to receive support, as clinicians can now bill insurance companies for grief therapy. It’s important to remember that in grief, you are not broken; you are brokenhearted.

This new diagnosis does not limit grief to one year. It states that if the impact of grief remains acute (as high as after the initial loss), additional support to feel some reprieve is recommended. Your loss will always be with you, and so will your grief. However, you will not always feel grief as intensely or frequently as you do now. Trusting in your authentic, incomparable timetable and getting support when you need it leads to healing.

Honor Your Unique Experience of Grief

Although we all share the experience of grief, it is different for everyone. And the landscape of your grief journey will change as time passes. After the peaks of early grief, it tends to slope downward (meaning that the severity and prevalence of your grief lessen with time), though you may experience some peaks and plateaus along the way. There may be periods when you feel you’re coping well, followed by seasons when you feel incredibly out of sorts. There may also be times when you cope and adjust better than you might expect; in those times, trust that it’s okay to feel okay.

Everyone grieves and mourns in their own way, but there are some critical perspectives and practices you can put in place so that both grief and mourning become a more peaceful and encouraging process. One of the first is to honor your own experience of grief. Instead of looking to others or your own past to assess how you should feel or act, simply look inward to discover what your grief needs. Let that grief express the feelings and inspire the mourning behaviors it needs. Just because you experienced grief a certain way with a past loss does not mean your subsequent loss will be the same. There is something beautiful in both the universality of grief and the variety in its expressions, like the diversity of flowers that bloom with thorns.

Grief’s Inner Wisdom

The variation of grief expressions can lead to doubt. You may wonder if you’re grieving “correctly” or even know how to grieve. Please hold some compassion for that uncertainty. With grief, you’re a novice every time. Remember, it’s hard to know exactly how to navigate a trail when you’re on it for the first time. It’s unrealistic to expect yourself to know the path of least resistance, quickest ascent, or best view.

When you trust your grief to guide you, it will lead you on the path you need to travel. A painful path, for sure, yet one full of connection with your beloved, colorful emotions, new perspectives, and unfiltered insights that lead to personal transformation. Grief holds wisdom like a gift; it beckons you to come close and to feel your feelings to receive it.

Sometimes the wisdom comes in the form of sudden clarity, an unexpected thought that allows a new way of thinking. Other times grief imparts wisdom directly through your anguish. Enduring dark emotions strengthens your ability to hold space within yourself for suffering, which enables you to connect deeply and powerfully with others.

Grief also offers wisdom through its personalized timeline. There are no shortcuts on the trail, and attempts to quicken your pace only sabotage the process. Grief knows what you need for it to sink in, profoundly transform you, and prepare you on all fronts (emotionally, psychologically, physically) for the vista and post-loss trails that follow. So trust, dear reader, in the wisdom of your grief.

Understanding that Others May Not Understand

Because your grief is a personal journey, it can often be a lonely one. Others may have similar losses or grief reactions, but no one will have experienced loss or the need to mourn in the exact ways as you. This inability to be truly or fully understood can feel isolating and invalidating.

Sometimes your grief is met with sincere empathy, which helps. Other times, well-meaning people say things that may invalidate or demean your grief journey. They may respond to your grief by talking about theirs, which removes the focus of their care and compassion from you, despite their best attempts at empathy. They may even express an inability to understand how you could have your experience because theirs was so different. Others may be questioning, doubtful, or critical of how you are feeling and mourning. All these undermining responses can further your sense of aloneness.

Grief needs to be witnessed. When you feel your grief was dismissed or your mourning judged, that need goes unmet. You may feel anger or sadness as a result. Those feelings communicate that you didn’t receive the attention or care necessary for healing. It can help to take a breath, put a hand on your heart as a symbolic hug, and then provide validation for yourself by saying something like this:

“There is no right way to grieve.”

“My grief matters.”

“I allow my grief to be just what it needs to be.”

“I trust my grief process.”

Finding Support in Your Community and Beyond
Some of the disappointing realities of grief include not receiving needed support from trusted others. Grief expert Dr. Alan Wolfelt’s “rule of thirds” describes this. Around one third of the people in your life will try to thwart your efforts to heal by being critical of how you mourn and trying to suppress or rush your grief. Another third will be neutral, not necessarily hampering your mourning but not helping. These two groups can add extra layers of heartache to all that you’re already bearing. The final third of people will journey alongside you as dedicated, empathetic companions in grief. They will allow you to mourn as you need to and trust that you will heal. Please seek the support of this third inside and outside of your community.
Because grief needs to be witnessed and shared to heal, it is important to get support in ways that feel safe to you. This can happen by talking honestly and openly with trusted family, friends, or confidants; listening, learning, and sharing in support groups; or therapeutic processing in grief counseling. Support groups connect you with other grievers, which can normalize your experience and show how grief changes over time. In grief counseling, you disclose the contents of your inner world in a setting where you aren’t a “burden.” You are the focus, and the feedback and guidance offered are grounded in specialized training. Whether in person or online, find the forum that feels most comfortable for you. Trust your instincts about what you need to feel both supported and witnessed as you work through your loss.


Unexpected Surges of Grief

Trusting grief’s wisdom, allowing your thoughts and feelings, and relying on trusted support can ease the grief journey. Yet even well into your healing, the ways your grief shows up, and how intense it is, may surprise you. Tolerable days can suddenly turn to torrential emotional storms. It can feel like a tsunami unexpectedly crashed over you, tumbling you across dangerous rocks and covering you with sand.

These surges are known as “sudden temporary upsurge of grief” (STUG), “grief bursts,” and “love bursts.” They can occur months, years, and even decades after a loss. Given their forceful and unexpected arrival, they can be distressing and worrisome. Yet these unexpected outpourings of emotion are not only common but also should be expected.

• STUG can happen “for no reason,” be cyclic (occurring annually on important dates or events), linear (happening at major events when the absence is prominent), or triggered by something (materializing when one of the five senses is activated in a way that reminds you of your loss).
• Grief bursts are heightened feelings of loss, increased emotionality, and longing for the lost person, pet, or thing. They can occur any time after loss, for the rest of your life.
• Love bursts are sudden upwellings of connective emotions (like love, appreciation, and admiration) for whom or what was lost that don’t have anywhere to be directed or any way to be expressed.


With any surge of intense feelings, compassionately tend to yourself as you allow them to be. When possible, settle into a private place to breathe deeply, express the emotion as needed, consider its message, and allow it the time it needs to resolve.

You Can’t Undo Loss, but You Can Integrate It

Given the painful effects of loss, it’s natural to long for a way to undo what’s happened or travel back in time to change the outcome. You may agonize over every moment leading up to the loss to see where it could have been prevented. Much of your attention may be focused on the past, as it can feel too unbearable to consider the new present and future. Although this is normal, it eventually shifts to a place of acceptance.

Accepting the reality of loss happens intellectually (when you have passed through the feelings of denial and disbelief) and emotionally (when you allow grief in). It is less about being okay that loss happened and more about acknowledging that it occurred even though you didn’t want it to. This opens you up to integrate the loss into your life and personal story.

Integrating loss looks different for everyone, but it generally includes a softening in perspective about grief, growing confidence in living life post-loss, and embracing the person you’re becoming through grief. Instead of grief being something to work through, it becomes a familiar and invited companion in your day-to-day life. The activators that remind you of loss begin to connect you more deeply to joyful memories and your love than to the abyss of grief and pain. You may also find growing affection for the person you’re becoming. Integration ultimately means being able to enjoy a meaningful life with your beloved’s memory (or the positives of a lost experience or ended expectation) as an ongoing, active part of it.

What Does It Mean to Recover?

This kind of integration is the intended goal when we use terms like “heal” and “recover” when speaking about grief. Society suggests that healing means resuming life as if nothing happened and reaching a destination where grief doesn’t follow. But this is not the case. You will grieve as long as you live because you will care about your losses until you die.

However, as you integrate past and present, you tend to view and experience your grief differently. Instead of something to be fought against or avoided, grief becomes something you willingly embrace. It serves as a link to the people and things you cherish and a catalyst for personal development. You slowly, instinctively, release aspects of your life and who you were before the loss to embrace the person you’re becoming through it. It becomes increasingly easier to transition into that new life because you bring your loved ones and meaningful experiences with you, and your memories are filled with more love than pain.

By incorporating loss, even grief becomes a treasure. Let’s say it begins as a painful, unwanted rock in your shoe that hurts with each step. You dread both moving forward and having to stop to deal with it. Yet once you do, you might notice that grief isn’t just any old rock—there is something special about it. When explored with open curiosity, you may discover that it’s a geode, filled with glistening crystals. You may choose to keep the geode and its inner riches close, as grief can truly become a valuable possession. After all, it is ongoing tangible evidence of your love for and connection with the person, pet, or thing you’re mourning.

Strategies for Processing Your Grief

Grief and mourning look different for everyone, but coping strategies can be effective in responding to most people’s experiences. These skills help sort through the disorientation and feelings of being overwhelmed by early grief, empower you to lean into the thoughts and feelings that arise as you grieve, and enable openness to and understanding of what your life is becoming. They can also foster a grounded sense of calm, peace, and hope even though big feelings are present. Five of these strategies will be highlighted in this section and taught in greater depth through the activities in part 2.

Although you may feel unsettled in your current state of grief, trust that you will heal; we are wired to do so. Most of us are inherently resilient. We have the ability to retain (or return relatively quickly to) healthy psychological and physical functioning, despite highly disruptive events. If resilience doesn’t come as naturally, it can be learned through grief, which tempers, reshapes, and refines us.

As you learn about and implement these (and other) skills, continue to trust in your grief journey and your inner resilience. Both will lead you to the healing and integration of loss that you long for.

Holding the Weight of Grief

With loss, you gain an undesired, invisible weighted vest. You cannot remove it, despite all wishes to do so. At times, it will bring you to your knees with its heaviness. Thus, learning to bear and function with the added burden becomes an imperative skill. This happens as you allow your thoughts and feelings to exist without judgment or resistance; to face all that is. You will wear the grief vest for the rest of your life, but your strength will grow so that its weight feels negligible. You will likely notice greater trust in your capacity for other uncomfortable feelings, too.

Sitting with Your Sadness

The immense wound caused by loss requires care and attention. This tending through “sitting with” is an intentional, active, and courageous act. It means not trying to make your sorrow go away or feel better, but instead allowing yourself to appropriately “wallow in the pain” without judgment. After all, sadness has an extraordinary purpose: It forces you to slow down, acknowledge what’s happened, soul search, and sincerely contemplate how to move forward. This allows your grief to be witnessed (by yourself and by others) and then salved with compassion, effectively cleaning and airing out the wound for restorative healing.

Making Room for Difficult Emotions

It’s natural to want to avoid and evade discomfort; it’s a survival tactic. But to thrive requires both tolerating discomfort and welcoming it. This is especially true with grief, because healing only occurs through feeling. Facing all the thoughts and sensations that arise can be scary. Yet the doom you imagine is often far worse than what actually occurs. To welcome and make room for all emotions, it can be helpful to imagine them as visitors with special messages. When you invite them in, you get to discover important parts of yourself, your grief, and your life.

Taking Comfort in Not Having All the Answers

When terrible things happen, we want to know why. We search for answers because comprehension brings a feeling of safety. The explosion of questions surrounding loss (the whys, hows, and what-ifs) are typical and valid. But most of these questions do not have answers that can offer comfort or change the past. The questions of grief, however, can guide you to stillness, reflection, and meaning-making. There’s a concept called the “liminal space”; following a loss, you inhabit a place between what was and what will be. (“Liminal” means a state of being in between; it comes from the Latin word limen, meaning “threshold.”) This transitional environment allows you to reconsider and reconstruct your sense of self, worldview, and post-loss life.

Grieving in Order to Find Peace

Even though you will grieve all your life, there can be peace along the way. Inner ease need not be a destination to reach at some future point once you “finish” grieving. “Grief itself is the destination,” writes grief expert Joanne Cacciatore. “At every moment of our grief, we are arriving.” Heartache and sorrow need not indicate that something is wrong; they aren’t feelings that need to be alleviated. Rather, they keep you mindful of and connected with your love. If you resist the urge to brace against hard feelings and just let them in, peace can be a frequent part of your grieving experience.

What to Expect as You Journey through this Book

Grief is messy and nonlinear; your journey through this book may reflect that, and that’s okay. Whether you keep a steady pace, find yourself skipping through the chapters, take long breaks between the exercises, or use this book in any other way—fabulous. Trust your intuition about what topics and levels of engagement are right for you. It may help to create a special, comfortable space where you feel safe and focused. Keep a pillow, blanket, favorite candle, yummy beverage or snack, and tissues close for easy access and comfort.

The prompts and tools offered in part 2 are designed to help you process your grief. Anticipate having a variety of big feelings, physical sensations, and thoughts. If that happens, great! That’s the point—to explore, discover, and feel all that your grief, and your love, hold. Remember, feelings can’t be “controlled” or “fixed,” and they aren’t “bad.” If they start to feel too big, however, take a break. In those instances, it may help to get some fresh air or sunshine, take deep breaths, go for a walk, write in the Navigating Grief Journal, or call a friend to talk about the experience and unwind.

This work of processing your grief—of nonjudgmentally seeing it, allowing it, feeling it, and learning from it—is the secret sauce of integrating your loss. It expands your heart to feel joy alongside the loss, not in place of it.

Key Takeaways

Although universally felt, grief is a highly personal, incredibly individualized experience for each loss. The internal feelings of grief and the external expressions of mourning can begin when a loss occurs, or when it is imminent, and both are important for healing.

Because grief affects your body, mind, and overall life, it is imperative that you practice self-care. These restorative practices reduce suffering and optimize your ability to engage in the work of grief. Self-care includes recruiting additional support by talking with trusted community and/or family members, support groups, or a grief therapist. Each can further empower you to honor, lean into, and trust your one-of-a-kind grief journey.

Additional important takeaways for processing grief and integrating loss include:

• Grief journeys often resemble a series of progressing loops with sudden surges of grief, rather than a linear path to a “healed” destination.
• Accepting your loss does not mean being okay that it happened; it is about acknowledging that it occurred so you can then move toward integrating it.
• Integrating your loss means you can establish a meaningful life post-loss and still actively hold the memory of your loved one, companion animal, or thing.
• Processing your grief requires skills for allowing challenging emotions without trying to fix or get rid of them.





[image: ]


PART II

TOOLS FOR MOVING THROUGH GRIEF

Now that you have a basic understanding of grief, you may feel more prepared to continue your grief journey. This part of the book offers opportunities for you to move through your grief while learning and practicing tools to help you cope. Each of these five chapters covers one of the strategies outlined in chapter 2. You will find affirmations, prompts for journaling and inner reflection, healing practices to try, and activities to complete within these pages.

Some of the suggestions may resonate more than others. That’s totally okay. Your reaction likely reflects your unique grieving style. On the spectrum of grieving styles, intuitive and instrumental reactions lie on opposite extremes, and we each fall at different points along it. Intuitive grief is predominantly focused on emotions; feelings are felt deeply and intensely. Coping responses usually focus on exploring, processing, and expressing these emotions with others. Instrumental grief is mostly experienced through cognitive and physical means. Coping generally includes inner reflection, problem-solving, and directing energy into projects (like a memorial or fund) that honor the loss. Most of us have a mixed style, with characteristics of both. Recognizing where you fall on the spectrum will help you better clarify what you need from yourself and others as you mourn.


My heart is big enough to hold everything I feel.
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CHAPTER 3

Holding the Weight of Grief

Grief is a weighted vest that cannot be removed. Instead, it requires us to become stronger and more capable to better tolerate its presence. Working through grief facilitates that process. It requires us to hold the past, present, and future together. This means remembering the past (through reflections and stories), mindfully noticing and feeling the emotions the past evokes, and then opening to a future that includes different but ongoing bonds with what or whom we are grieving.

The exercises here will invite you to reminisce, notice what those recollections activate (the physical sensations, emotions, and thoughts that accompany them), and then gently care for those reactions. That is where holding grief’s weight becomes therapeutic. This process of reflection, recognition, and tender response validates and soothes your grief, like tenderly cradling a hurting child.

Engaging in this process helps your brain, body, and heart to transform. It strengthens your ability to cope with challenging emotions from day to day, when you’re surprised by unexpected surges of grief, and when anniversaries or holidays approach. It wires more automatically compassionate responses to your suffering and the suffering of others. In this way, holding the weight of grief leads to a superpower strength that honors your loss as it helps you and others feel cared for and tended to.

Rob’s Story
Rob could not bear the death of his teenage son, Drew. He couldn’t eat, sleep, focus, breathe, or care about life. For weeks, he could barely comprehend that it had happened, but he was also haunted by the phone call that announced Drew’s accident. Rob needed to take unpaid time off work as his shock subsided because the short leave available to him was insufficient. The financial impact was hard on his family. When home, he withdrew to Drew’s room, lost in his thoughts and trying to think of a way he could have prevented his son’s death. He felt immense guilt for these behaviors as he had three other children to raise and help with their grief.
Two months after Drew’s death, Rob started seeing a grief therapist for help. In one-on-one counseling, he unloaded his feelings of shame for not having been able to protect Drew, his fear of failing his other children, his devastation at the loss of his first-born, and his inability to see how to move forward. He learned techniques that helped him be with his emotions when they arose so that he could reengage more fully with his family and return to work. He also founded a memorial charity he could volunteer with in Drew’s honor. It gave him somewhere to direct his ongoing love for Drew and something to do with his hands, energy, and time. Through soul-searching, slowing his rush to heal, and therapy, he was able to find new purpose and meaning in living a life Drew would be proud of and enjoy.


Of all the losses in the world, your loss, dear reader, is the worst. Please share your story here, in all its details, from the beginning till now.
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Feeling the Weight of Grief


When we’re experiencing grief, our feelings can be so big and dominant that we don’t know what to do with them. They can also simmer under the surface of everything we do, like added responsibilities we need to manage. Using the words listed, circle the emotions you’ve experienced in the past two weeks. Reviewing the list a second time, circle any you’ve experienced since your loss. Space is provided to add any emotions you have felt that are not listed.

Abandoned

Acceptance

Aimless

Anger

Annoyed

Anxiety

Apathy

Awkward

Broken

Capable

Caution

Confused

Connected

Creative

Cynical

Despair

Determined

Directionless

Disappointed

Disconnected

Discouraged

Disbelief

Disoriented

Dread

Emptiness

Fear

Forgetful

Forgotten

Frustration

Guilt

Helpless

Hopeful

Hopeless

Horror

Hostile

Hysterical

Jealousy

Judged

Lonely

Longing

Love

Loved

Miserable

Mistrust

Needy

Nervous

Nostalgia

Numb

Optimistic

Overwhelmed

Panic

Rage

Regret

Relieved

Remorse

Resilient

Responsibility

Restless

Sadness

Scared

Shame

Shock

Supported

Trapped

Unfocused

Unsupported

Unsure

Volatility

Wistful

Yearning

Other:

Other:

Other:

TIPS FOR HANDLING GRIEF: RESTORATION ACTIVITIES

Because grief can be so heavy and consuming, it’s helpful to give yourself a break from it. These suggestions can help you release tension, manage feelings, find perspective, gain a sense of control, and feel peace.

Have fun: Pleasure, enjoyment, and fun connect us with ourselves, others, and how we would want our beloved to live: with joy. Some easy ways to spark genuine fun include hobbies, being around children or animals, and trying something new.

Laugh: Laughter is both a salve and a healer in grief. Luckily, there is a lot to laugh about, including comical memories, ourselves, funny stories from friends, funny videos or memes, and the ridiculous things people say to us about grief.

Get involved: Involvement in gratifying tasks raises and heals our spirits. Consider exercising, joining a class, supporting community events, mentoring, fighting for a cause, or volunteering in a school, hospital, senior center, or animal shelter.

Express: Sharing your grief both honors it and helps you work through it. You can express it physically by crying, howling in your car, lifting heavy weights, or hitting punching bags, for instance. You can also channel it into creation, such as art, journaling, poetry, or posting on social forums.

Noticing Where Grief Feels the Heaviest

Grief often reveals itself through physical manifestations. Using the figures shown, circle or mark the areas of your body where grief physically presents itself. You can also make a diagram of where you experience various health challenges (like stomachaches, neck tension, or autoimmune flare-ups).

If your grief is not indicated on these figures, consider and check how it might be showing up in the following ways:

Sleep

[image: ] Inability to sleep
[image: ] Difficulty falling asleep
[image: ] Difficulty staying asleep
[image: ] Excessive sleep


Health

[image: ] Headaches
[image: ] Body aches, pains, and stiffness
[image: ] Frequent illness
[image: ] Flare-ups of chronic health issues


Appetite

[image: ] Loss of appetite
[image: ] Increased appetite
[image: ] Food aversion
[image: ] Nausea


Energy

[image: ] Fatigue
[image: ] Restlessness
[image: ] Inactivity
[image: ] Excessive activity


[image: ]

Grief is hard. What are the hardest parts about your grief right now, and what makes them so hard? What do you think might help?

[image: ]

GUIDED IMAGERY: SAFE SPACE

Guided imagery is a mind-body technique meant to take you on a brief inner journey. It helps you manage painful feelings, release sorrow, and find comfort. This script will help you create a safe space to visit any time you need it. You can read and remember it, or record it and listen to it anytime.

1. To begin, place yourself in a relaxing position, and close your eyes if you feel comfortable doing so. Allow your breath to find its natural rhythm, in and out, in and out.
2. As you settle into this rhythm, imagine a place, any setting, that feels safe. Let in any image that comes to mind, without judgment. Let the picture develop fully. Perhaps a mountain, garden, backyard, or beach. Imagine as many of the surrounding details as possible.
3. What can you see? Notice the time of day, season, weather, and plant life.
4. What smells are present? Are they refreshing, sweet, earthy?
5. Notice any sounds. Perhaps you hear animals, water, music, or other people.
6. What can you feel on your skin? Raindrops, a breeze, tree bark, or something under your bare feet?
7. What do you notice in your body? Is there softness or ease?
8. Take a mental picture of this space, knowing you can return to it anytime you need to feel emotionally safe.
9. Then slowly redirect your attention to your breath, your body, and the space around you. When you’re ready, open your eyes.


Noticing Where Grief Leaves Marks on Your Life

Grief can affect all areas of your life. Consider the categories listed and the ways grief has manifested for you. Check those that apply and then highlight those you feel most frequently. Space is also provided to write you own.

Psychological

[image: ] “Grief brain” (fogginess)
[image: ] Poor concentration or focus
[image: ] Forgetfulness or memory issues
[image: ] Not being able to “stay on top of things”
[image: ] Difficulty making decisions
[image: ] Nightmares
[image: ] Other:
[image: ] Other:


Philosophical

[image: ] Reduced confidence
[image: ] Loss of identity
[image: ] Lack of purpose
[image: ] Loss of meaning
[image: ] Existential angst (questioning your existence)
[image: ] Other:
[image: ] Other:


Social

[image: ] Isolation or withdrawal
[image: ] Hurtful or critical feedback
[image: ] Feeling misunderstood
[image: ] Low interest in intimacy
[image: ] Impatience with others
[image: ] Impatience from others
[image: ] Inability to relate to others
[image: ] Preoccupation with grief
[image: ] Other:
[image: ] Other:


Spiritual

[image: ] Questioning your beliefs
[image: ] Anger at a deity or your beliefs
[image: ] Lessened or insufficient faith
[image: ] Loss of faith
[image: ] Other:
[image: ] Other:


The Magnitude of Change

It’s likely that everything in your world, or much of it, changed following your loss. These changes create secondary loss and, therefore, more grief in many areas of your life. Take note of the magnitude of these losses as you compare life before with all the changes since. Then write down any thoughts and feelings that arise as you see the differences.

Identity

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Roles and responsibilities

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Routines

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Relationships

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Engagement in life and with others

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Holidays and celebrations

	BEFORE YOUR LOSS	NOW	YOUR REACTIONS


Grief is a visceral, gut-wrenching experience. Consider what metaphor best describes your grief (such as a black hole, roller coaster, or tornado) and describe it here, as well as why it resonates with your experience.

[image: ]

SELF-CARE SUGGESTION: SELF-COMPASSION

Self-compassion is the act of treating yourself with the same kindness, deep understanding, and empathy as you would a friend. It means prioritizing caring for and responding to your own suffering. Research shows that self-compassion promotes resilience, prevents burnout, and better connects us with ourselves and others. Try these suggestions:

Be kind and gentle with (and to!) yourself. Treat yourself as you would a friend. Connect with empathy, refrain from criticizing or belittling yourself when you’re frustrated, and encourage growth so your inner world is a safe (and pleasant) space to inhabit.

Do something you enjoy every day. Grief is tough, so make sure to engage in at least one small task or activity that brings you pleasure each day, whether it’s drinking tea while reading a book, baking a favorite treat, praying or meditating, being in nature, or listening to music, podcasts, or audiobooks.

Reduce the pressure to perform. When you’re grieving, you can’t run with the same stamina as you did before the loss. What full capacity looks like now is much different and may simply mean waking up to face another day. Be realistic about your current limitations and set achievable to-do lists to reduce stress and best use your energy.

The Weight of Your Inner Story

Grief places a heavy weight on your life and heart. The following sentence starters can help you acknowledge the daily burdens of loss. Expand on each prompt in the way that best suits your situation and needs.

I miss: [image: ]

[image: ]

I feel sad when: [image: ]

[image: ]

I hate: [image: ]

[image: ]

It’s difficult when: [image: ]

[image: ]

I wish that: [image: ]

[image: ]

When I’m alone: [image: ]

[image: ]

No one: [image: ]

[image: ]

At night: [image: ]

[image: ]

My heart: [image: ]

[image: ]

I long for: [image: ]

[image: ]

The worst part is: [image: ]

[image: ]

Grief Activators

Sometimes grief surges for no apparent reason. Other times, it’s a response to something that reminds you of your loss. Some grief activators can be expected, like an upcoming holiday or anniversary. However, many others can be unexpected, like being at the grocery store and hearing a song that is connected to your loss. Reflect on the grief activators you’ve experienced so far. What category do they fall into? List them in the fields provided.

	People	Places
	Things	Dates
	Events/Activities	Emotional States
	Thoughts	Other


Select two of the activators that you experience most often. What coping skills, mantras, or supports could you intentionally use in those moments of intense grief?

[image: ]

Imagine your grief is a character. Describe its age, appearance, mannerisms, personality, and desires. What dialogue might you have with it?

[image: ]

COPING SKILL: BREATHING THROUGH GRIEF

Emotional experiences disrupt our breathing patterns; we hold, speed, or slow our breath in response. These changes make us want to run, fight, or freeze. But with grief, we can’t fight, escape, or stay stuck in our feelings—or at least not for long. Deep breathing, also known as diaphragmatic breathing, is an important skill. It helps us regulate our heart, body, and mind so we can sit with and explore our emotions and connect with our logical mind to problem-solve. Here are a few ways you can practice deep breathing:

4-7-8 breath: Slowly breathe in through your nose for four counts, hold your breath for a count of seven, then slowly exhale out of your mouth for eight counts. As you exhale, allow the breath to make a whooshing sound. This technique is great for calming anxiety.

Audible breath: Slowly inhale through your nose, then open your mouth and allow an audible exhale. Let it spill out. It can help to imagine your jaw relaxing so it can accommodate whatever sound you need to make: sigh, yell, sob, or scream. This is great for releasing pent-up emotions and expressing your grief.

Alternate nostril breath: Fully exhale and inhale, then close off your right nostril with your thumb. Fully exhale and then inhale through the left nostril. Then release and close your left nostril with your ring finger. Fully exhale and then inhale through the right nostril. Repeat the pattern for an exceptionally calming and energy-balancing effect.

Grief Playlist

Because it can help contain and reflect all our big feelings, music is an incredible tool for coping with grief and mourning. A certain piece of music can sometimes make you feel better by connecting you with others who have been there and creating an outlet for your feelings. It can make you feel more deeply, too, because it highlights different types of sorrow that more fully represent your grief experience. Using the prompts below, create a playlist to support you through your grief journey.

Song that always brings me to tears: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that reflects how I feel: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that says it better than I can: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that matches my mood: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that reminds me of my loss: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song the person I lost would like: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that brings comfort: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song to play on the tough days: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that makes me dance and sing along: [image: ]

[image: ]

Song that reflects how I hope to feel: [image: ]

[image: ]

How does this loss reconnect you to old grief and previous losses? What are the impacts of those connections?

[image: ]

Key Takeaways

Holding the weight of grief can be a challenging task. It requires looking at your current life and the way the past has influenced you (which includes any previous losses), and recognizing that the future is forever changed, too. Thus, part of bearing grief is to see grief for all it is—all the ways it is hard and heavy, the idiosyncrasies of its personality and timing, and its frequent triggers. These experiences with grief keep you connected with your past and your loss. They also prompt you to think about the future and what you hope to have and become in it.

Some of the key takeaways from the prompts, practices, and activities in this chapter include:

• It’s helpful to acknowledge all the ways grief affects your emotions, body, mind, community, way of viewing the world, and spirituality.
• Your heart is big enough to hold all the emotions and experiences of grief.
• Your heart needs a safe space, self-care, and support to cope well.
• Restoration activities and self-compassion strengthen you to endure grief’s heaviness.
• Using metaphors for grief helps you describe and understand the full force of your grief experience.
• Music can help you embody, validate, and express your emotions, and feel connected with others.



Whom and what I treasure remain a part of me.

[image: ]


CHAPTER 4

Sitting with Your Sadness

Loss wounds us and then leaves us with sadness as a consolation prize. Our inclination is to rush the healing and push the sorrow aside like yesterday’s junk mail. Yet the two are intertwined and interdependent. We cannot heal without first feeling sadness, and sadness keeps us connected with the cherished memory of what we no longer have. Thus, the best strategy is to sit with our sorrow and other challenging emotions as we grieve. This means inviting our emotions to the table of our lives so that we can see them, address them, and live life without dreading them.

Sitting with sadness is the most effective way to heal from loss. Rather than a problem to be avoided, sadness is an integral part of the grieving process. It encourages stillness, pausing life for deep introspection and quiet moments to nurture the mind, body, and heart. The result is often a greater understanding of our grief, ourselves, and what we want for our life.

As severe as your sadness may feel and as deeply as your grief wounds you, remember that the hurt, pain, and suffering will not feel this way forever—especially if you allow yourself to feel them.

Blake’s Story
Blake had been an entrepreneur since childhood when they started their first business at age ten. By their early twenties, they owned a small business that earned enough for them to travel internationally every year. They were outgoing, charismatic, and loved having conversations with strangers. Life had been full of adventures, business ventures, and challenges that made Blake grateful and resilient. They imagined their future being similarly full of travel, independence, and connection.
All of that changed in their fifties when they had their first stroke. They lost their ability to talk, to use the right side of their body with much efficacy, and, more impactful, their identity. The freedom so integral to who they were was gone. Blake worked hard to regain as much of their language skills and mobility as possible, which gave them some hope of reestablishing a life that represented, to some degree, the one they had curated. But then a second stroke hit, and Blake realized that all they had imagined would no longer be an option.
It was a nonfatal stroke, but Blake felt as if it had been fatal. The person they knew themselves to be was gone. They lost their bodily autonomy, career, independence, and confidence. They mourned all the losses, sought support from loved ones and caregivers, made sure to ask for what they needed, and expressed their feelings. This slowly enabled them to accept their new normal, work around limitations, and have hope as they worked to create a life they still loved.


Whom and/or what are you mourning? Why do you treasure them/it? In what ways can you carry them/it forward with you—through grief and beyond?

[image: ]

TIPS FOR HANDLING SADNESS: SHEDDING TEARS AND TOXIC NARRATIVES

Sadness is a hallmark of grief—perhaps the emotion most of us are terrified of feeling. We worry about being lost in it, overcome by it, or never escaping it. Sadness from grief does become a companion, an underlying emotional shadow behind all we do. Try these two practices to find moments of relief from this ever-present emotion:

1. Cry. Crying is a natural healing superpower, not a sign of weakness. Humans are the only animals who shed emotional tears. These tears of grief contain leucine-enkephalin, an endorphin that reduces pain and improves mood. Thus, we have a built-in mechanism for releasing emotion, alleviating suffering, and triggering the relaxation response.
2. Challenge your narrative. Sadness often gets buried in thoughts or beliefs that distract us from the pain. Notice and gently challenge those narratives through cognitive reframing. This means shifting your focus from the obvious problem to viewing this challenge in ways that highlight the positives or the opportunities available. For example, you can view yourself as the flawed common denominator when potential new jobs or relationships end before they start. Or you can mentally thank the would-be employers or partners for saving you from spending time and emotional investment in a commitment that wasn’t going to be the best fit. This doesn’t mean putting a silver lining on everything—it’s simply a way of being open to helpful, hopeful, and more realistic possibilities.


For you, what is the difference between grief and sadness? Do either feel like a wound? If so, what kind? What is needed for healing?

[image: ]

Your History of Loss

Charting your loss history enables you to reflect on past and present grief experiences, which can provide insight. It shows how you tend to cope with loss, what might be normal for you, and why you may be feeling the way you do about this particular loss.

In the space provided, make a timeline that begins with birth and ends with the present. Reflect on your life, plotting any loss events and what age you were when they happened (approximations are fine). Then, identify the emotions you felt at the time of each loss and their impact on you and your life since. (Refer to Feeling the Weight of Grief, for a helpful list of emotions.) Finally, consider and describe how your sadness was similar and different for each loss.

[image: ]

Seeing Sadness in All Its Forms


Sadness is a multidimensional emotion that encompasses many other feelings. Identifying the specific form of sadness you feel can improve your self-awareness, your ability to communicate with others, and the possibility that you’ll be able to respond with the most helpful care.

Review this list of forms sadness can take, check those that apply, and then rate the intensity of distress they cause you on a scale of 1 to 10, where: 1 = no bother whatsoever, 5 = I don’t like this but I can hang on, and 10 = this is torture.

[image: ] ____ Agonized
[image: ] ____ Anguished
[image: ] ____ Bereaved
[image: ] ____ Bleak
[image: ] ____ Blue
[image: ] ____ Crushed
[image: ] ____ Dejected
[image: ] ____ Despairing
[image: ] ____ Despondent
[image: ] ____ Devastated
[image: ] ____ Disappointed
[image: ] ____ Discouraged
[image: ] ____ Dismayed
[image: ] ____ Displeased
[image: ] ____ Dissatisfied
[image: ] ____ Distraught
[image: ] ____ Distressed
[image: ] ____ Grief-stricken
[image: ] ____ Grim
[image: ] ____ Heartbroken
[image: ] ____ Heartsick
[image: ] ____ Hurt
[image: ] ____ Inconsolable
[image: ] ____ Lonely
[image: ] ____ Lovesick
[image: ] ____ Melancholy
[image: ] ____ Miserable
[image: ] ____ Mournful
[image: ] ____ Regretful
[image: ] ____ Shaken
[image: ] ____ Shocked
[image: ] ____ Somber
[image: ] ____ Sorrowful
[image: ] ____ Suffering
[image: ] ____ Troubled
[image: ] ____ Uncomfortable
[image: ] ____ Uneasy
[image: ] ____ Unhappy
[image: ] ____ Upset
[image: ] ____ Other:
[image: ] ____ Other:
[image: ] ____ Other:


If you rated multiple feelings as being overwhelming (that is, closer to 10 on the scale), please consult Where to Find Professional Help in the Resource section. You may benefit from therapeutic support to respond to and work through those intense emotions.

Loss can feel like an amputation or even a total loss of self. Have you felt as if you lost a part of yourself or that you yourself died on the day of your loss? Explore these ideas and write about the thoughts, feelings, and sensations that have resulted.

[image: ]

GUIDED IMAGERY: IMAGINING YOUR LIFE

Because sadness can feel unrelenting, it’s helpful to have breaks from it. This exercise will help you identify a desirable future to grow toward. You can have a life worth living, even though it doesn’t include the person, pet, or thing you’re mourning. The resulting image is not a fantasy to lose yourself in, but a glimpse of a potential that you can aspire to.

1. Begin by finding a comfortable place to relax. Notice one or two items around you that are evidence of the good in your life, even with your loss. Take a moment to feel gratitude for those confirmations that there is still goodness in life, even in sorrow. If you feel comfortable doing so, close your eyes.
2. Allow your mind to consider what you want your life to look like. What makes a life worth living? Notice the images and ideas that surface. Withhold any judgments or rationalizations that might creep in and invite additional possibilities to arise.
3. In considering what would make a beautiful or meaningful life, where do you imagine yourself? What would be your surroundings? Who would you spend time with? What would you do with your time? What type of person would you be in the process of becoming?
4. As you feel uplifted or encouraged by the possibility of such a future, even if you don’t know how you will ever heal or get there, take a mental snapshot of the image.
5. Then slowly allow your awareness to return to your physical body, your surroundings, and then open your eyes.


When you think about your loss, what do you feel sad about? What do you typically do with that sadness? Does it help?

[image: ]

People often say, “Your loved one wouldn’t want you to be sad,” or “Don’t be sad! You have so much to look forward to,” as if mourning and living life can’t coexist. What might people really be trying to say when they suggest you bypass your grief? If you’re grieving a person, what might your late loved one really want for your emotional present?

[image: ]

Getting Away from Sadness

There are several ways that we try to avoid, get space from, or ease the intensity of our sadness. Some are more helpful than others. After each statement, circle the number that applies to you using this scale: 0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = frequently, 4 = most often, 5 = always.

[image: ]

Understanding Your Responses

There is no passing score on this quiz. Each statement reflects behavior that can help some people cope with sadness. Some behaviors can become damaging if used as the only coping skill—like those behaviors that devalue or substitute your loss or only focus on blame. As you look over your responses, what do you notice? Which are most helpful for your sadness? Where do you need to challenge your beliefs or behaviors in order to grow?

SELF-CARE SUGGESTIONS: TENDING TO YOUR BODY

Your body is an incredible container for your thoughts, emotions, and life experiences. It both stores and expresses the things you’re going through. To ease the physical burden of those tasks, it’s important to tend to its needs. Try these suggestions to address some of your body’s needs:

Move it: Engage in movement that feels like what your body wants (versus forced, pre-determined, or self-punishing workouts).

Feed it: Nutritious foods have their place in healing, but so does enjoying what sounds good and simply eating what you can.

Rest it: You are recovering from heartbreak; give yourself ample rest in order to heal.

Engage it: Expose your senses to activities that are comforting: Taste your favorite foods, smell your favorite scents, listen to sounds you enjoy, watch the world around you, and feel textures both on and around you.

Connect it: Physical contact with others can make a healing difference. Try hugging, hand-holding, or allowing someone to put an arm around you. If touch is uncomfortable, you can say no to the gestures.

Light it up: The sun has a powerful effect on well-being. Spend some time outside, with the curtains or doors open, or lying in the sun as it filters through your window.

Express it: Engage in physical outlets for releasing your emotions. Allow your body what it needs, whether to cry, connect, talk, exercise, or create.

EXPRESSING SORROW

Family upbringing, cultural background, and personality can influence the ways we show our emotions. Through our upbringing and social experiences, we’ve learned the “rules” about which expressions are acceptable.

Consider the following statements and circle whether they are true or false for you. Then respond to the Reflection Questions that follow.

	Other people’s feelings are more important than mine.	True	False
	Don’t trust others with my feelings.	True	False
	It’s not okay to cry.	True	False
	It’s best to ignore my feelings.	True	False
	Don’t wallow. I should push through my feelings to stay productive.	True	False
	I need to keep it together.	True	False
	It’s best to keep my feelings to myself.	True	False
	Feelings can’t be trusted; only logic can.	True	False
	No one likes to be around sad people.	True	False


Reflection Questions

Of those I marked as true, which do I want to change?

[image: ]

What do I want to do differently?

[image: ]

What might be the consequences for me if I change how I express my sadness?

[image: ]

What might be the consequences for others if I move to a new way of expressing emotions?

[image: ]

What if I do nothing?

[image: ]

Observing Your Sadness

Sadness, like grief, fluctuates in intensity, with peaks and valleys throughout the day. It can be helpful to observe your sadness over a period of time to notice patterns, have some evidence that sadness doesn’t always feel like a 10 out of 10, and gain confidence that you can tolerate feeling it.

In the following table, there’s a row for each day of the week. At the end of each day, reflect on your experience of sadness. In the first column, describe the most intense moments of sadness you experienced that day. In the second column, reflect on how long those periods of intense sadness lasted before you felt some relief. At the end of the week, answer the Reflection Questions that follow.

		SADDEST PARTS OF MY DAY	HOW MUCH OF THE DAY
	Day 1		
	Day 2		
	Day 3		
	Day 4		
	Day 5		
	Day 6		
	Day 7		


Reflection Questions

When looking at my sadness over the past week, what pattern, if any, do I see?

[image: ]

What comfort can I gain from this exercise?

[image: ]

Hope in the Tunnel of Grief

Grief is a tunnel. There is darkness in the sorrow and uncertainty, absolutely, but grief is a passageway that will exit into the light. Hope is the light at the end of the tunnel that can empower us to move through the darkness and remain open to the unexpected. Hope is both a state of mind and an action-oriented strength. It can exist in the midst of challenges, grief, and sorrow; it need not wait until despair is extinguished. Viewing grief as a tunnel with healing, goodness, and purpose at the end allows us to hold sorrow and hope as we walk through the darkness and look toward the light.

Draw your tunnel of grief in the space provided. At the exit, indicate what you hope is waiting for you. In and around your tunnel, list the states of mind and actions you can connect with to help you move toward that desired post-loss life.

[image: ]

Loss can be indescribable. Yet, without words, it remains intangible and unknown to us. Our rational selves want to understand, communicate, and make meaning from the chaos of loss. Poetry is a powerful way to explore and come to know your emotions, including sadness. By describing your experience, you can gain insight, meaning, and a new frame for the emotion.

In the space provided, compose a poem about your sadness, pain, and suffering. The poem can be in any style you like, and it doesn’t have to rhyme. You can select whichever word for sadness or pain best suits you, or use the Seeing Sadness in All Its Forms exercise to help. Try to withhold judgment as you openly lay down the truths of your sorrow.

[image: ]

COPING SKILL: GROUNDING WITH YOUR BODY

When you are surrendering to grief, your memories and challenging emotions can often feel too big. Grounding is the practice of mindfully stepping away from challenging emotions to refocus on the present moment, which reduces the intensity of your emotional experience. Following are simple examples of how to ground yourself in the present moment by focusing on the sensations within your body. As you practice each of these skills, take a moment to notice how your body feels both before and after.

Feel your body: Notice what you feel (both in and on your body): the sensation of your shoe on your foot, grumbling in your stomach, tightness in your shoulders, and anything else.

Stretch: Stretch your limbs forward and back, gently roll your head, and otherwise move your body in ways that feel good. Focus on the sensations as you do so.

Touch what’s around you: Notice the sensations of texture, weight, temperature, color, sound, and smell.

Look for color: Select a color and then search your surroundings for all the things in that hue.

Savor a scent: Using a favorite scent, inhale slowly and focus on what you notice about its qualities—sweet, citrusy, pungent, and so on.

Take a shower: Notice the water’s sensation and temperature across your body, both as a whole and in each different area. Try changing the water temperature and repeat.

Key Takeaways

Sitting with sadness is a courageous act of willingness—willingness to see your sorrow, get to know it, address its needs, and release it. This helps you better know your sadness and how best to respond to it. As you apply the insights and coping strategies gained from this chapter, you’ll find that sadness slowly burns down from raging flames to glowing embers—tender reminders of your love.

Some of the key takeaways from the prompts, practices, and activities in this chapter include:

• Your sorrow is not just about your current loss but also is linked to your loss history and a loss of self.
• Crying, challenging your inner narratives, and grounding through and tending to your body help you compassionately respond to and move through your sadness.
• It’s important to shift between being with your emotions and having breaks from them.
• Sadness is a multidimensional emotion. Identifying all the feelings contained in your experience of sorrow increases self-awareness and improves self-care.
• Recognizing how sadness ebbs and flows builds trust in your ability to endure as well as assurance that it won’t feel this hard forever.
• Hope can accompany you in the tunnel of grief as you work toward a desired future, even if all you can do for now is imagine it.



I welcome all my feelings and their valuable messages.

[image: ]


CHAPTER 5

Making Room for Difficult Emotions

None of us want to feel difficult emotions. It’s such an unpleasant experience that we’ve been biologically programmed to dodge it. We numb, distract, suppress, avoid, bliss-hunt, intoxicate, and busy ourselves out of feeling emotion. But waiting at the end of every evasion is our grief, and grief is persistent. The pain of grief will continue to seek our attention until we finally see and embrace it, even if that courageous behavior occurs in small, reluctant doses.

Despite our fear of being forever stuck in difficult feelings, emotions are meant to be temporary experiences that move through us. That happens when we intentionally notice, feel, learn from, and then release them. Making room for the difficult emotions of grief is the most effective way to promote the naturally transitory nature of feelings. It means not avoiding discomfort, but welcoming it into our body and mind.

We can create this space by thinking about grief and all its associated emotions as special messengers. They bear insights from our innermost wisdom and best selves that, if heeded, will help us better understand ourselves, grow, and thrive in our new normal. Thus, making room for difficult emotions allows us to progress on our path of healing integration.

Nalanie’s Story
Nalanie and her partner had been over the moon since the day they learned she was pregnant. They had tried to have children for nearly six years, including multiple rounds of in vitro fertilization, before this one worked. For the duration of the pregnancy, Nalanie did everything right. She ate the best foods, moved her body, and managed her stress. All had been fine at her thirty-six-week ultrasound, but when she noticed a slowing in the baby’s movement a week later, she felt nervous. Devastatingly, a subsequent medical check confirmed her worst nightmare: There was no heartbeat. The baby would be stillborn.
Heartbroken, Nalanie gave birth to a beautiful baby girl, Iokina. She cried as she counted Iokina’s perfect little toes and fingers, sang her lullabies, and kissed her all over. Supportive volunteers took “Fresh 48” and family photos as well as molds of Iokina’s hands and feet. The couple savored as much time as they needed to be with their precious daughter before agonizingly allowing her to transition to the mortuary. Then they returned home to a prepped nursery with empty arms.
Nalanie moved toward healing as best she could. The hormonal and physical changes after pregnancy, briefly producing unneeded milk, and planning a funeral made her feel vulnerable. She and her partner focused on maintaining a strong relationship as they mourned. They welcomed their community to support them with visits, meals, reminiscing, and memorial gifts. They kept Iokina’s things and hung the family photos from the hospital as evidence of her existence. These became tangible connections to Iokina—a foundation for telling their future children about their oldest sister.


What does moving toward your pain, suffering, and other challenging emotions mean to you? What feelings, thoughts, and physical sensations does it bring up?

[image: ]

Getting to Know Your Emotions

One way to make room for emotions is to observe them, without judgment, as they really are. This exercise will help you get to know your emotions so you feel more capable of being with them, make intentional choices toward your desired life alongside them, and learn from them.

What emotion are you feeling today? (You can use some exercises, such as Feeling the Weight of Grief or Seeing Sadness in All Its Forms for help clarifying what you feel.)
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Where can you feel it in your body?
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How intense does it feel in each area of your body?
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What shape is it?

[image: ]

What color is it?

[image: ]

Does it move? If so, what kind of movements does it make?
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What kind of weight does it have?
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Is there a temperature to it?
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What is its texture?
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What sounds would it make?

[image: ]

What thoughts arise from the emotion?
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What other feelings come up?
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What do you want to do as a result of feeling this?
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What message might this feeling have for you today?

[image: ]

Is there an emotion that is particularly hard for you to experience? Which one and why? What things might help you make room for the feeling and the gift(s) it has to offer?

[image: ]

TIPS FOR HANDLING ANGER, GUILT, AND SHAME

Anger, guilt, and shame are common reactions in grief that sound an alarm. They signal that our needs weren’t or likely won’t be met, and that we feel threatened by loss in some way. We direct these emotional reactions toward ourselves and others we feel were responsible for our loss.

One of the best ways to work with big feelings like these is through mindful forgiveness. This releases the energy motivating the emotions, which opens up space for compassion, healing the emotions at the root, and feeling peace. Forgiveness doesn’t mean condoning or excusing a wrong, but it does mean releasing unhelpful behaviors and perspectives to embrace new attitudes.

Here are a few tips for offering forgiveness to yourself and others:

1. Take a mindful pause. It can be hard to act rationally or in line with your values in the heat of emotion. Pause and breathe to allow your body and brain to calm so you can respond rather than react.
2. Acknowledge your feeling(s). As you pause, notice your thoughts, feelings, sensations, and urges. Label each and try to soften any physical tension or discomfort.
3. Mourn what happened. Honor the impact of the situation by validating your pain and grieving your loss and unmet needs.
4. Consider an alternative view. Look at the situation from the other’s point of view. What might have been their intentions and limitations? Notice how acknowledging these possibilities changes your emotional reactions and physical sensations.
5. Drop vengeful thoughts. Consider how exacting your (justified) revenge or ensuring punishment would only perpetuate pain in the world. Set down your fantasy weapons to free yourself.
6. Release the offender. Release them from their role as a perpetrator and see them, instead, as a fellow flawed human. If you can, offer them loving compassion. This could be done through a mantra, such as, “May you be well, may you be free from suffering, may you feel joy.”


The Interplay of Difficult Emotions and Lived Experiences

How you think about, handle, and express your emotions has been influenced by the messages you’ve received from your culture, family, friends, and others throughout your life. Challenging emotions (like grief, guilt, sadness, and anger) are especially socialized in how they’re “allowed” to be experienced and expressed. In the first column of the table are things that can affect your experiences with these feelings. In the second column, reflect on how each has influenced the way you view, feel, and express your challenging emotions.

	INFLUENCE	IMPACT ON HOW YOU VIEW, FEEL, AND EXPRESS YOUR EMOTIONS
	Relationship with the loss or what you’ve lost	
	Age at loss	
	Your loss history	
	Upbringing	
	Gender	
	Personality	
	Cultural heritage	
	Spiritual identity	
	Health	


Reflection Question

What does this help you learn about yourself?
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GUIDED VISUALIZATION: FINDING COMFORT IN IMAGINARY VISITS

Being with trusted, consoling family and friends is a heartening way to cope with big emotions. When in-person connection isn’t possible, though, this guided visualization can help. You can use it to imagine either a comforting confidant who is alive but not currently around, or someone who has died. If you are grieving the death of one of those comforting individuals, this visualization can also help you maintain a strong bond with them.

Because this visualization can be intensely moving, please honor your feelings. If you don’t feel up to it right now, or if you feel overwhelmed once you begin, stop the visualization and come back to it when you feel ready.

1. Begin by finding a comfortable place to sit or lie down. Take a few breaths as you settle in and close your eyes. Now, think of the person you long to be with today, the person who would know just what to do and say.
2. Imagine their face in as much detail as possible. Slowly zoom out as you notice the details of the rest of their body. Where would they position themselves in relation to you right now?
3. How would they treat you? Would they give you space, gently touch your hand, or hold you tenderly? What would their touch feel like?
4. Think of how they and their space smell. Focus on that for a few moments, taking some deep breaths in and then slowly exhaling.
5. Imagine all the sounds associated with them: their voice, their laugh, the phrases they use. Are there any other sounds that come up when you think of them?
6. What tastes do you associate with this incredible person?
7. Now take a few moments to notice how your body, heart, and mind feel as you reconnect with this comforting supporter. Soak up the sensations.
8. Finally, imagine yourself hugging them warmly or waving as you prepare to leave. Then bring your awareness back to the sensation of your body and the sounds you can hear around you. When you’re ready, gently open your eyes.


Think of three challenging emotions that are part of your grief (such as anger, guilt, fear, or isolation). Write about what each emotion could teach you about yourself and how it can help you grow.
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What’s Beneath the Surface of Anger

Anger is rarely just anger. Anger gives us a sense of power and control; it readies us to respond to perceived threats or fight for what is important to us. But anger is like the tip of an iceberg; it’s the visible part of other, more vulnerable emotions that activate the anger. Some feelings that anger commonly obscures are anxiety, confusion, embarrassment, fear, guilt, helplessness, hurt, jealousy, nervousness, sadness, fear, sham, vulnerability, and worry, among many others.

Not identifying and addressing the submerged or less obvious parts of anger can lead to it being misdirected, mishandled, or misplaced in your body—meaning that the energy of the emotion becomes trapped and stored physically in the body and then manifested as pain. This exercise will lead you to discover and then address the root of what activates anger in you. It will help you soften your anger, respond to the deeper emotions, and keep your actions in line with your values.

Think of a person or thing you feel angry with. Then respond to the prompts and see what you discover beneath your anger’s surface.

The person or thing I am angry with is:
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I feel angry because:
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My urges to act on my anger include:
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Other emotions activating my anger include:

[image: ]

It makes sense to have these vulnerable feelings because:
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Realizing the bigger emotional picture, the way I want to respond to the person/situation now is:
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Other insights:
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Deconstructing Your Fear

With loss comes a lot of change, unknowns, and unpredictability. This can lead to fear about what might happen next, what the future holds, and whether you and your loved ones will be okay. These worries can build up, feel too big to understand, and then lead to an underlying feeling of anxiety. This exercise will help you deconstruct your feelings around worry, fear, and anxiety. A more tangible sense of what you are feeling will make you better able to respond to these feelings.

Before your loss, what types of fears did you have?
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What do you worry about now?
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What is the worst part of feeling fear?
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What are you avoiding because of your worry and/or anxiety? How is avoiding those things affecting your life and well-being?
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What would you need to be able to stop avoiding those things?
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How do your worries, fears, and anxiety make sense, given your loss? How does it help to pause and validate your concerns?
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Do any of your worries or anxieties feel unfounded or unhelpful? How does it help to pause and connect with that logic at times?
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Fear often invites us to slow down and prepare for change. What action(s) might your fear be suggesting you take now or in the future?
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What message(s) might your fear have for you?
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Have you had any STUG (sudden temporary upsurges of grief), grief bursts, or love bursts (see here)? What were they like? Did the experiences feel like a curse or an ongoing tribute to the love you hold? What helped you get through them?
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SELF-CARE SUGGESTIONS: SOOTHING STRATEGIES

Having challenging emotions takes a lot of energy and can leave you feeling drained. It’s important to keep yourself physically, emotionally, and mentally refreshed to continue the work of grieving and rebuilding your life. Soothing yourself through pleasure practices is a great way to ensure you’re recharged. Try these suggestions to address your needs for pleasure and pampering:

Meditation and prayer: Go inward to connect with your innate wisdom and higher power(s).

Chanting, drumming, dancing: These practices release physically and emotionally stored feelings, get you in touch with your body, reawaken pleasure, restore brain functioning, and increase feelings of connection and belonging.

Bibliotherapy: Reading for pleasure, to study grief, or to learn in general is a great way to feel empowered and grounded. (See the Resources section, for some helpful book recommendations.)

Travel and exploration: Sightsee in unfamiliar parts of town, visit new cities, or tour other countries. Try new restaurants or explore new recipes.

Play: Have fun experimenting with new interests and passionately engaging with your favorite pastimes.

Move gently: Participate in yoga, qi gong, walking, tai chi, or other energy medicine practices.

Tend something: Care for a plant, start a small garden, dote on a pet, or create a sand or rock garden.

Pamper yourself: Enjoy that pedicure or massage, time on the golf course, soaking in the bath with a face mask, and other typical self-care activities.

Softening Guilt

Grief becomes more intense when you add layers of guilt to it. Guilt about your mistakes may occasionally motivate you to act in ways that are more in line with your values, but some guilt is unhelpful. This includes: when you exaggerate the degree of your responsibility for an outcome, believe your actions were not justified, conclude that you must have done something wrong (even when you acted in accordance with your values), and/or conclude that you knew something before it was possible to actually know it. For example, helpful guilt may inspire you to call a cherished friend more often, but unhelpful guilt may lead you to believe that you’re a bad friend and demotivate you from reaching out to them.

To help you distinguish between helpful and unhelpful guilt, read the following statements. Check those that reflect the guilt you’ve been having and complete the sentences. Then consider the reflection question.

[image: ] I’m sorry: [image: ]
[image: ] I feel terrible: [image: ]
[image: ] It never should have: [image: ]
[image: ] If only I: [image: ]
[image: ] Why didn’t: [image: ]
[image: ] I feel angry: [image: ]
[image: ] I wish: [image: ]
[image: ] I never should have: [image: ]
[image: ] I realized too late: [image: ]
[image: ] I would have: [image: ]
[image: ] I should have: [image: ]
[image: ] I knew: [image: ]
[image: ] How could I: [image: ]
[image: ] I feel selfish: [image: ]
[image: ] When I think back, I: [image: ]


Reflection Question

What I’ve learned from my guilt is:
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Yet/And

Grief and loss can thrust us into thinking in terms of either/or. We can feel grief or we can feel joy. We can love whom or what we’ve cherished as we mourn, or we can try to forget and move on. But in fact, two ideas can both be true at the same time—even when they seem to be opposites. This exercise will help you practice holding these opposites in your grief. Being able to do so can reduce unnecessary stress and suffering, and improve mood and connection. Read the example statements here, then write some of your own statements of opposites that connect.

	I am vulnerable,	yet	I am strong.
	I am capable,	and	I need support.
	I can be afraid,	and	have courage at the same time.
	I can love the person/thing I lost,	and	find joy and fulfillment in life.
	This isn’t okay,	yet	I will grow from it and be okay.
		----	
		----	
		----	
		----	
		----	
		----	
		----	


What do you fear the most since your loss (or since you started anticipating your loss)?
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COPING SKILL: MENTAL REDIRECTION

Mental redirection is a helpful way to reduce the emotional intensity of grief. Here are a few simple examples to ground you in the present moment using mental redirection. These exercises are meant to help you divert your focus from what feels like too much to notice what is. As you practice each of these skills, take a moment to note how your body feels before and after.

Anchor with a phrase: Recite neutral facts about yourself and your reality, such as, “I am [full name]. I live in [city, state]. Today is [day of the week, date]. It is [time].”

Describe: Using all of your senses, describe your surroundings in as much detail as possible. (Tip: You can expand your anchor phrase by adding this redirection skill.)

Categorize: Select a broad category, such as sports or items at a beach. Then spend a few moments listing as many things as you can think of in each category.

Recite: Repeat a mantra, song, poem, or book passage that you know by heart.

Visualize: Imagine your safe place (see Guided Imagery: Safe Space) or listen to an online guided visualization.

Imagine doing: Imagine engaging in a task that you enjoy or don’t mind doing. Describe to yourself each step in the process, focusing on the sensations you would experience along the way.

Grief’s Wisdom

Grief can be one of the most transformative experiences we go through. It changes us down to the deepest recesses of our heart, mind, body, and soul. When viewed with openness, the challenging emotions of grief can inspire and guide us in our healing. Here are some highlights of the gifts that some of our most challenging feelings can give us. Review them all and choose three emotions to consider in the Reflection Questions that follow.

Gifts of Grief

[image: ] Connection
[image: ] Prioritizing values
[image: ] Preciousness of life
[image: ] Expansion


Gifts of Sadness

[image: ] Grounding
[image: ] Release
[image: ] Fluidity
[image: ] Relaxation
[image: ] Revitalization
[image: ] Stillness


Gifts of Fear

[image: ] Intuition
[image: ] Focus
[image: ] Attentiveness
[image: ] Readiness
[image: ] Vigor


Gifts of Anger

[image: ] Protection of self and others
[image: ] Conviction
[image: ] Healthy boundaries
[image: ] Honor
[image: ] Healthy detachment


Gifts of Guilt

[image: ] Integrity
[image: ] Self-respect
[image: ] Behavioral changes
[image: ] Becoming “at one with”
[image: ] Connection


Gifts of Jealousy

[image: ] Connection
[image: ] Loyalty
[image: ] Security
[image: ] Commitment
[image: ] Values


Reflection Questions

What message might my _______________ be sharing with me? What gifts has it offered me so far?
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What message might my _______________ be sharing with me? What gifts has it offered me so far?
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What message might my _______________ be sharing with me? What gifts has it offered me so far?

[image: ]

Key Takeaways

Making room for difficult emotions means allowing the uncomfortable experience to happen without trying to change it, lessen it, or make it go away. It includes a curiosity and openness to discovering what’s hidden underneath the feeling—the meaning, insights, growth opportunities, messages, and any other valuable gifts it may have to offer.

Some of the key takeaways from the prompts, practices, and activities in this chapter include:

• Alternating between being with grief and living life helps you cope as you move toward integrating loss.
• You can cope by imagining being with comforting others, engaging in soothing practices, and grounding through mental redirection.
• An essential practice is to notice how and where you feel emotions in your body as well as the urges, thoughts, and sensations they bring up for you.
• Learning how your difficult emotions are affected by your past, present, and desired future is a helpful way to learn about yourself and what is normal for you.
• Anger, fear, and guilt are complex emotions that are rooted in protective mechanisms. Sitting with them results in greater insight, emotional tolerance, and peace.
• Even though feeling difficult emotions is hard, looking for their messages and gifts can inspire you to continue with your grief work.



I’m discovering new ways of being and living that honor my loss.
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CHAPTER 6

Taking Comfort in Not Having All the Answers

Surrendering to the call of your grief journey, your sorrow, and the difficult emotions that arise is no small task. It is a courageous act of willingness to live on without the person you’re grieving or the thing you’ve lost, to live with heartache, and to exist (for a time) in a liminal space.

As I previously discussed, liminal spaces are thresholds, places of entering or beginning. They symbolize the time between what was and what follows. Loss forces us into these waiting rooms of the unknown. We can’t leave, we can’t retrace our steps into the past, and we don’t know when we will be called to our future. Plus, we have questions—so many questions—that seemingly need to be answered before we can find a sense of direction. Those unknowns are exactly why we resist being in the liminal space of grief.

Yet being betwixt and between defined times, states, and identities frees us from the obligations of each. Liminality allows us space and time to be still, reflect, and find meaning. Although being on the threshold can feel empty, it is full—full of potential for exploration, experimentation, transformation, and becoming. Remain open to the possibilities of the future rather than staying attached to the past and watch the magic of integrating your loss unfold.

Carlos’s Story
Esperanza was vivacious, as a woman and a mother. Carlos grew up bathed in her joyful energy and presence. She was always humming as she made daily tortillas or holiday tamales, playfully teasing him and his siblings. She also willingly offered to help community members in any way she could. That same vitality imbued her approach to treatment as she fought a seven-year battle with breast cancer. Yet, as her health and capacity for independence faded, so did some of that vibrant spirit.
Carlos felt guilty for missing his mom as he had always known her to be. He grappled with switching his role to that of a caretaker. He told himself to be grateful that at least she was still alive, all while simultaneously grieving all they had already lost to her cancer. Carlos felt as if his heart was breaking for the whole seven years of her illness, and then it finally broke entirely when Esperanza died. Amid the anguish was a sense of relief, which led to further guilt.
When he attended a parent-loss support group, Carlos realized many people felt the same way and that it was normal. Through hearing from others and learning from the stories they all shared, he discovered names for what he was going through (like “anticipatory grief”) and how common it all was. Carlos found comfort in knowing that the thoughts and feelings he experienced were a sign of how much he loved his mother. He found himself picking up her lighthearted spirit and generous heart as he integrated her memory into his daily life—which helped him feel as close to her as ever.


Write about your loss—how it happened and the circumstances surrounding it. Are there aspects that don’t make sense to you?
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TIPS FOR HANDLING UNCERTAINTY: MINDFULNESS

It’s hard living with uncertainty—let alone living in all the ambiguities of grief. We often cope by seeking information, answers, and certainty to feel in control and protected. But learning to live with ambiguity is a more effective approach because it bolsters your emotional and psychological agilities. Knowing how to cope when everything feels out of control offers a sense of security, stability, and confidence. Try the following strategies next time you feel uncomfortable with all the mysteries in your life:

1. Accept the uncertainty. It’s hard to accept unanswerable questions and uncertainties, but resisting them only drains you of energy, brain space, and emotional capacity. Working toward acceptance helps you learn, grow, recover, and feel better, even with an undesirable reality.
2. Challenge limiting self-talk. Notice the internal messages, mantras, and mindsets you carry. Challenge or let go of those that suggest you can’t do things (such as bear or tolerate unknowns) and lean toward those that promote capability and optimism.
3. Stay in the present. Keeping your focus on what’s happening in the here and now is a powerful tool. Focusing on the future only amplifies uncertainty and helplessness because it projects you into a time you can’t predict. Staying in the present moment places you in an empowering position where you can actively make choices and solve problems.


Questions You Ask Yourself


It’s common to have questions after a loss, especially as you work through the initial shock and confusion. Many of these questions fall into three categories: why, how, and what if. Think about the questions you find yourself asking over and over again, then write them in their category box.

	Why?	
	How?	
	What if?	
	Other:	


Questions You’d Like to Ask

In addition to the whys, hows, and what ifs, we often have questions for the person or thing we lost. It can be helpful to air out those questions—to give them space on paper to exist, so they can take tangible form and can be responded to. To help with releasing these unanswerable questions, use the question balloons. What are three questions you’d like to ask the person you’re grieving or the thing you lost?
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What would they likely say in response?

[image: ]

Write a letter to the person or thing you lost. Describe the contents of your heart and mind as you disclose your feelings and the repercussions of the loss.

[image: ]

GUIDED MEDITATION: SELAH

The Hebrew term selah is a prompt to pause, weigh, and consider what was just read, heard, or experienced, and ponder its meaning. In grief, there are many selah moments. When you are confronted with unanswerable questions, a yearning you can’t quell, or a need for more (of anything), take advantage of this meditation to fully be in selah—the moments before something profound takes place.

1. Lie or sit down in a space where you can spend a few minutes of uninterrupted quiet.
2. Gently close your eyes or hold a soft gaze while you focus on your breath. As you notice your natural breathing rhythm, slowly start to extend your exhale so it is slightly longer than your inhale. This communicates to your nervous system that all is well and that you can relax and be in this moment.
3. Reflect on what is coming up for you today. What is grabbing your attention and pleading that you stop and pay attention to it?
4. Consider what feels important about what is arising. What are your intuition and inner wisdom saying about it?
5. Reflect on what is meaningful about the considerations and insights that arise. What do these impressions tell you about the direction you’re hoping to follow as you move through grief?
6. Ask yourself what you need right now. How can you offer that to yourself?
7. Now take a slow breath in, extending gratitude for showing up for yourself. Exhale slowly and then gently wiggle your toes or another part of your body. Let your attention fall on the sensation. Then wiggle somewhere else, and notice that sensation.
8. When you are ready, bring your attention back to the room and open your eyes.


Learning from Your Big Questions

When mourning, we often have questions that weigh on our hearts and minds and plague us. Select one question from Questions You Ask Yourself and work through it here. You can repeat this process for other questions any time you feel the need.

One of my biggest questions is:
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When I ask this question, I notice the following:

Thoughts: ________________________________

Sensations in my body: ________________________________

Emotions: ________________________________

Urges: ________________________________

What do I notice as I feel the combination of those experiences right now?
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What’s one thing I can do at this moment to soften my resistance to those sensations, emotions, and urges? What might help me make space for, hold, and sit with this experience?

[image: ]

What might my inner wisdom be conveying to me through this question?
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This question is evidence that I feel _______________ for whom or what I’m grieving. How can connecting with that root emotion help me accept that my question may remain unanswered?

[image: ]

Do you have unfinished business with whom or what you lost? Consider and describe any missed opportunities, unresolved arguments, apologies or confessions left unsaid, unfulfilled dreams, love or gratitude not expressed, or anything else that was unresolved at the time of your loss.

[image: ]

SELF-CARE SUGGESTIONS: COMMUNE WITH OTHERS

To commune is to intimately share your emotions and feelings, which can be done with or without speaking. This practice is as essential as solitude during grief. Relying on supportive others allows us to be cared for when we need to fall apart, receive needed validation, avoid isolation and loneliness, and connect us with others who make life meaningful and worth living. Here are some tips for making that shared time what you need it to be:

Do, or do not: Engage in activities together that you enjoy, or don’t do anything but sit together and share the company.

Talk it out: Enjoy conversations with your trusted support people. The topic doesn’t always have to be about your grief, but it can be when that’s what you need.

Communicate clearly: Share specifics about what you do and do not want, prefer, and need. Remember, this can change with each meeting; you can say yes one day and no the next.

Be proactive: Make the call, send the text, or otherwise reach out to others. Trust that when others ask you to let them know what you need and how to help, they mean it.

Be generous in your interpretations: Well-intentioned people can sometimes make insensitive comments. It can help you maintain your well-being to give them the most generous interpretation of their intentions.

Protect yourself: For those who consistently criticize your mourning or undermine your grief work, protect yourself with clear boundaries and withdraw from interactions.

Channeling the person or thing you lost, write a letter to yourself. Include responses to the letter you initially wrote to them (see here) and any feedback about the unfinished business you identified in the prompt here:

Liminal Space: Being Betwixt and Between

The liminal space created by loss can be experienced in a variety of ways: as a waiting room, chrysalis, entryway, place of permission, and more. Although it is an uncomfortable place to inhabit, being in the gap between things that are known offers an opportunity for creativity, trying things on or out, and expanding your sense of self.

Doodle, draw, collage, or write about what your liminal space is like in the box provided. Make a representation of what this space looks like, feels like, or contains for you. (Tip: Be gentle with yourself. No artistic or writing skills are needed for this exercise; the process is more important than the final product.)
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Liminal Space Acrostics

The vacancies of loss are most strongly felt in the liminal space of mourning. Yet emptiness and feeling lost can inspire greater knowledge of ourselves, our stories, and the futures we want. Poetry can help put those indescribable feelings, explorations, and unknowns into words. Acrostic poems are a specific form of poetry that uses each letter of a word to start each line of the poem. The last word in each line can, but need not, rhyme. In the space provided, you are invited to write one or more acrostic poems, using your name, about any of the following topics: your life before the loss, your life in this liminal transition space, or what you hope to become through grief.

Example:

Together with my son every

Opportunity that we had, which

Made life meaningful, busy, and fun
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Have you had signs of, dreams about, or mystical experiences related to your loss? If so, describe them and any associated feelings, sensations, and reactions. If not, is the absence of such experiences something that bothers you? Why?
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COPING SKILL: SOOTHING GROUNDING TECHNIQUES

In times of emotional distress, comfort can be a powerful resource. One way to provide that for yourself is through grounding techniques that soothe. This form of grounding lessens the intensity of big feelings by promoting pleasant, pacifying ones. These suggestions will help you ground yourself in the present moment using comforting images and practices. As you practice each of these skills, take a moment to notice how your body feels both before and after.

Imagine someone you love. Think of a person or companion animal you would like to go to for comfort. Visualize them in the space next to you, fully imagining the details of their face and the way they sound. Imagine what they would say or do to console and encourage you.

Practice self-compassion. Consider your own situation as if you were advising a close friend. Validate how tough it is to be in your shoes and offer reassurance.

Identify your favorite things. List your top three favorite things in as many categories as you can think of (places, food, songs, books, movies, and so on).

Mentally vacation in a favorite place. Think of some of your favorite places and select one. Imagine going to that location, using all your senses to envision as many details as you can.

Observe as if it’s your first time. View or imagine something you feel positive about. Spend a few moments truly observing it, with all your senses, as if it’s the first time you’re seeing it. What do you notice about it? What surprises you?

Radical Acceptance

Radical acceptance is both a mindset and a skill. It requires meeting life where it is, as undesirable as it may be, and moving forward from there. It involves letting go of resistance and wholly accepting things that are out of your control—even when you don’t like them—with the goal of reducing the intensity of your suffering. Think about a part of your current reality that “shouldn’t be this way” or that you don’t want to accept, then answer the following questions:

What, if anything, have you accepted about this loss?
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What are you resisting or struggling to accept? _____________ Rate your current level of acceptance on a scale of 0 to 10: _______.

What is it costing you to continue to fight what is?

[image: ]

When you fight against the situation, what do you notice in your body and emotions?
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What might accepting the unacceptable allow you to feel or do?

[image: ]

What do you notice about how your body feels, the emotions that show up, and the thoughts that arise with that possibility?

[image: ]

Which statements might help you radically accept this situation?

[image: ] I don’t understand why this happened, but I can accept it.
[image: ] Life is full of ups and downs; downs are inevitable.
[image: ] Even though I don’t like it, I can accept that this is my reality.
[image: ] This situation is hard, but it is temporary.
[image: ] It’s okay to feel this way.
[image: ] I can’t change what has already happened.
[image: ] I won’t waste my time or energy fighting the past.
[image: ] I won’t waste my time or energy fighting what is.
[image: ] If I resist my reality, I prolong my suffering.
[image: ] I can accept things the way they are.
[image: ] I can control how I react in this situation.
[image: ] This is the only moment I have any control over.
[image: ] Not everything will go my way.
[image: ] I can be flexible.
[image: ] I can’t predict the future, but I can trust my ability to cope with it.
[image: ] I’ve successfully dealt with challenges before, and I can deal with this, too.


Exactly Where You Need to Be in Grief

Leaning into the liminality of loss—being between your life before and your life after your loss—instead of trying to rush out of it requires trust in the process of becoming who you are meant to be next. You can trade running from and trying to control feelings for trust: trust in the pause of grief, your experiences, and your timeline. Trust that you are exactly where you need to be on your grief journey. This brings peace and ease as companions on your journey.

Read the following statements. First, check those that reflect where you are in your grief process. Then circle those that you’re inspired to work toward.

[image: ] Curiosity over control
[image: ] Open over fearful
[image: ] Courage over certainty
[image: ] Flexibility over rigidity
[image: ] Acceptance over resignation
[image: ] Vulnerable over defensive
[image: ] Adaptable over inflexible
[image: ] Resilient over incapable
[image: ] Clarity over certitude
[image: ] Patience in the process unfolding within me
[image: ] I will be okay no matter what.
[image: ] I take one step forward, even if it’s shaky.
[image: ] Whatever happens, I can find meaning.
[image: ] There are no mistakes, just growth opportunities.
[image: ] I am willing to be a beginner.
[image: ] I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be in my grief process.
[image: ] This is not my final destination, but an important part of my journey.
[image: ] I can find purpose in how and when things happen.


Key Takeaways

It takes courage to live after loss—to carry unanswerable questions, abide in the liminal space of unknowns, and exist without whom or what you are mourning. It also takes courage to explore the selah moments in grief. Yet these are precisely the things needed to spark healing: space to contemplate, openness to being and doing and living differently than before, willingness to experiment, and time to become your new, loss-integrated self.

Some of the key takeaways from the prompts, practices, and activities in this chapter include:

• Some questions can’t be answered, but they can be softened or released.
• Practicing mindfulness, connecting with your inner wisdom, and engaging in soothing self-care practices keep you grounded in yourself and the present moment, and help you trust your capabilities.
• Communing with supportive others is as important in grief as having alone time.
• Being between the knowns of the past and the unknowns of the future can be unsettling, but it can be a catalyst for transformation and expansion.
• Radical acceptance shifts your focus from resisting what is to responding to it in productive ways.
• Trusting that you’re exactly where you need to be in your grief timeline opens you to feel peace and ease.



The pain in my heart will heal, and my love will endure.

[image: ]


CHAPTER 7

Grieving in Order to Find Peace

When loss is fresh and grief first touches our heart, we can see two strong outlooks at once: Nothing will ever be okay again, and nothing can be okay until grief stops. Thankfully, the anticipated sentence to a life of gloom dissipates as we progress along the path of grief. What felt absolute softens with the realization that “okay” is relative, that we are resilient, and that grief bears gifts we don’t want to lose. Our goal shifts from escaping the clutches of grief to living a worthwhile life with grief as a companion we don’t mind.

The tolerance, appreciation, and openness we can have for big emotions, along with the direct link to our ongoing feelings for the people and things we grieve, combine in a kind of wonderful and surprising alchemy—and yield an enduring sense of peace: peace of heart, peace of mind, and peace in life.

When you’re feeling overwhelmed by the impact of loss, or as if you might shatter under the weight of grief, trust in your grief journey. If that feels too scary, lean on this little light of hopeful certainty: This will all work together for your good, it will change, and along the way, you will find peace.

Lian’s Story
Lian had always wanted children and couldn’t wait to be a mother. She relished raising her four children and felt fulfilled throughout the experience. She cried when her oldest child graduated high school, recognizing that it was the first of many losses she was to experience. When he moved out, she missed his presence and struggled to adjust. But she had three other children who kept her busy, so she managed.
As each of the remaining children matured and relocated, Lian felt herself becoming more and more anxious. She felt vulnerable and insecure, uncertain of her purpose without children who needed her. She struggled to get up in the morning and do the tasks of running a home. She cried frequently, feeling the weight of loneliness, sadness, and grief. Her life had changed forever, and she didn’t know what to do with it now.
Lian’s friends were gentle and supportive, acknowledging the major losses of this transitional period. She felt held by their compassion as they gave her time to identify and grieve all she lost in becoming an empty nester. With time, the resistance was met with relief and even enjoyment. She found pleasure in reengaging in parts of herself she’d long ago set aside (hobbies and volunteering), taking courses at the community college, and reframing her identity as a parent of adults. This opened her up for deeper relationships with her children, a greater sense of daily purpose, and meaningful gratification in her new life and roles.


Do you see any progress toward integrating your loss? What do you notice? How can you build your world with this loss as a part of your life, but not your whole life?

[image: ]

Feeling Uplifting Emotions

As you sit with your sadness and make room for difficult emotions, you will notice that uplifting and enjoyable emotions resurface. The ratio of undesired to enjoyable feelings will slowly change from being grief-heavy to a more typical combination. Noticing, allowing, and being with happier emotions is just as important as doing that for the sad ones.

Circle all the emotions you’ve noticed having in the past two weeks.

	Affection	Fulfillment	Patience
	Alive	Gentleness	Peace
	Amusement	Glad	Playful
	Anticipation	Glee	Pleasure
	Calm	Goodness	Power
	Cheerful	Gratitude	Rejuvenated
	Compassionate	Grounded	Relaxed
	Confident	Happiness	Renewed
	Content	Healthy	Rested
	Courage	Helpful	Silly
	Curious	Honest	Surprise
	Delight	Hopeful	Strength
	Dignity	Interested	Triumph
	Encouraged	Joyful	Trust
	Excitement	Kindness	Vitality
	Expectancy	Laughter	Warmth
	Faithfulness	Light	Wonder
	Forgiveness	Love	Worship
	Friendly	Nostalgia	Zeal


Select three of the emotions you circled and write about what comes up regarding your:

Emotion 1: ____________________________

Thoughts: ____________________________

Body sensations: ____________________________

Emotions: ____________________________

Urges: ____________________________

Emotion 2: ____________________________

Thoughts: ____________________________

Body sensations: ____________________________

Emotions: ____________________________

Urges: ____________________________

Emotion 3: ____________________________

Thoughts: ____________________________

Body sensations: ____________________________

Emotions: ____________________________

Urges: ____________________________

TIPS FOR HANDLING CHANGE: PURPOSELY DOING WITH GRIEF

As you move through the grief process, you will notice changes in your mood, energy, perspective, and desires. When you’re transitioning into the person you’re becoming, you may have big feelings in response to the newness and uncertainty of change. These suggestions can help you give purpose to your grief and calm your reactions to change.

Uplift others: Notice the suffering of others and do what you can to help—even if it’s as simple as acknowledging them with a smile or a hello.

Follow your bliss: Listen to your inner wisdom and do what brings you joy. Be involved in what you’re most passionate about and make it an integral part of your life.

Spread kindness: Be an agent of synchronicity by leaving positive messages and tokens of joy for others to find. Leave a quarter in the gumball machine, place an “I love you” note in a public place, or pay for someone’s meal.

Serve: Offer support to others by contributing in support groups, volunteering in community projects, holding the door open, and mailing notes of gratitude.

Learn: Boost your knowledge about grief and other topics of interest by attending seminars, reading, listening to podcasts and TED talks, watching infotainment, participating in therapy, and talking with others.

Connect: Seek out, organize, and mingle with others who are in or have been through grief. Learn what worked and didn’t work for them as they moved through their grieving process.

If you haven’t been struggling as much, as often, or as long as you’d expect yourself to, what’s come up for you around feeling neutral and/or good? Even in grief, it’s okay to be okay. How can you more fully embrace that part of your healing process?

Self-Care Menu

It’s important to take care of yourself through the entirety of your grief journey. Sustainable self-care that rejuvenates you and helps you continue engaging in life is an essential ongoing practice. Having personalized options to choose from makes it easier to participate in both spontaneous and planned self-care. Using the ideas in the self-care sections of chapters 3 through 6 and your own preferences, list the practices that will help you tend to yourself.

		SELF-CARE PRACTICES
	Finding inner compassion	
	Tending to my body	
	Soothing and pleasure practices	
	Relationships with others	
	Maintaining a bond with whom or what was lost	
	Other	


You will likely have additional STUGs, grief bursts (see here), and experiences that trigger sorrow for this loss. How can you be kind to yourself when this happens? What could you compassionately say and do for yourself in those moments?

[image: ]

Healing Rituals

Rituals are a beautiful way to move through grief and maintain a connection with the person or thing you’re grieving. Ritual simply means to engage in a particular act or task with a specific intention and awareness. Thus, grief rituals are intentional “in memory of” moments. Ritual helps remove you from everyday life to experience meaning, connection, and healing. Use the following prompts to plan your own healing “in memory of” ritual.

My intention or goal with this ritual is:

[image: ]

The focus of this ritual is to (check all that apply):

[image: ] Remember or honor the loss
[image: ] Feel supported and consoled as I/others grieve this loss
[image: ] Express my grief
[image: ] Work toward integrating the loss
[image: ] Other: ______________________


The theme is:

[image: ]

The mood I want to evoke is:

[image: ]

The people I’d like to attend (if any) are:

[image: ]

When I would like to do this and how often:

[image: ]

The location could be:

[image: ]

What objects, if any, might enhance the experience? (For example, photographs, flowers, candles, mementos, items of clothing, and so on.)

[image: ]

The things I’d like to say, do, or listen to for the ritual would be:

[image: ]

The people, if any, I would like to say or do those things are:

[image: ]

How I feel and what I sense in my body as I imagine engaging in this ritual:

[image: ]

GUIDED IMAGERY: CONNECTING WITH PEACE

Grieving and meditation facilitate feelings of peace. They help you remain centered and connected with a sense of inner security. The following guided meditation will help you access your unique sense of peace and can be used throughout your grief journey.

1. Create a private space with a calming atmosphere. Settle into a comfortable position, close your eyes, take a few breaths, and let yourself relax.
2. Center your mind on the word “peace.” What thoughts arise? If any judgments or limiting beliefs come up, gently set them aside and refocus on your reflections.
3. Consider what your body does when you imagine feeling at peace. Notice what areas change, soften, or relax. Focus on those sensations for a few moments as you breathe naturally.
4. Consider what temperature that feeling of peace would have. Let yourself feel it.
5. Imagine what color the sensation of peace would be.
6. Directing your attention to your body, scan for any areas of tension, resistance, or suffering. Then imagine gently placing the color and temperature of peace on those areas, like a protective bandage. Focus on that healing image for a few moments, breathing naturally as you do. What happens in your body and thoughts now?
7. Enjoy a few more moments of this calm, peaceful state. Gently repeat to yourself, “Grieving invites peace into my life. Today I invite grief and all the gifts it wants to bestow.”
8. Take one final breath in, and exhale one or two beats slower than your inhalation. Then open your eyes and come back to your waking reality.


Reimagining Life After Loss

When you lose someone or something that is important to you, your life changes in both small and profound ways. In previous chapters, you’ve looked at how your loss has affected your emotions, body, and life. This activity will help you imagine those areas of life being different—improved, even satisfying—in the future. Rather than fantasizing about an unreality, this intentional imagining gives your brain a bright future to uncover and anticipate, and road signs on your healing path.

Drawing from the answers you’ve uncovered in previous chapters, select three of the areas that grief can impact from among those listed here. Imagine and then describe what you want your life to look or feel like in each area. Really let yourself dream and fantasize about that future joyful, purposeful, meaningful version of your life.

Areas in my life that have been affected by the loss of ___________________:

[image: ] View of the world
[image: ] Body/health
[image: ] Relationships
[image: ] Emotions
[image: ] Daily activities
[image: ] Feelings about the loss
[image: ] Faith or spirituality
[image: ] View of the future
[image: ] Identity
[image: ] Other:


Area 1: _______________________

[image: ]

Area 2: _______________________

[image: ]

Area 3: _______________________

[image: ]

How can your life honor the life of the person or the loss you suffered? How will you most authentically live your transformed life?

[image: ]

SELF-CARE SUGGESTIONS: CONTINUING BONDS

For many, progress along the path of grief becomes easier and more fulfilling when you take your lost loved one or thing forward with you on your journey. This continuing bond ensures that your relationship with whom or what you’ve lost can remain throughout your life, even though the nature of this relationship has completely changed. Practices that nurture your relationship help you cope with loss while also adjusting to it. Try these suggestions for maintaining your bond and tending to yourself.

If you don’t feel ready at this point in your grief journey, or don’t have a desire to carry the lost relationship or experiences forward, that’s okay—trust your instinct. Wherever you are in your grief journey and whatever you need right now is just right.

Stay in contact. Continue to talk to whom or what you loved (even if they died). Chat with them out loud or in your head.
Write it down. Write letters describing what you’d like to say, wish you’d said, or need to vent. Write notes back to yourself from whom or what you’re mourning. Keep the notes or, when you’re ready, dispose of them with a release ritual.
Create a memorial playlist. Make a playlist of music that reminds you of, and connects you with your loss. Then light a candle, sit somewhere cozy, snuggle with a blanket, and listen intently to one piece at a time or the complete playlist.
Make “in memory of” moments. Plan a memorial event, plant a memorial tree or flower, create a memorial fund or scholarship, or name a favorite drink or meal after your loss.
Live “in memory of.” Live the kind of life you’d want your loved one to have lived, or in a way that honors what you were hoping to have with the thing or experience you lost. Wear a special item that belonged to or reminds you of them.


Finding Meaning to Create Peace

The death of loved ones, relationships, ideals, and hopes can rob us of fundamental sources of meaning. It disconnects us from meaningful people, identities, roles, and activities. But we get to choose the meaning we want to assign to the situations we face. Thus, identifying and engaging in new sources of meaning is an integral part of healing from grief. This can be done through three pathways. As you consider each pathway listed, write down ideas that come to mind for you.

Actions: Meaning can be discovered through the things you create and the deeds you perform. For example, if you lost a grandparent who loved gardening, you might find it meaningful to plant their favorite flower in your own garden. List how you could find meaning in your actions going forward.
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Connection: Meaning can be found through connection with self, nature, and others. For example, if grief has provided a new perspective on the preciousness of life, you might find it meaningful to go outdoors more often to connect with the wonder of nature. What meaning could you find in connection?

[image: ]

Suffering: Meaning can also be revealed through enduring the unchangeable in pain, guilt, and death, and the attitudes we take toward these experiences. For example, you may find that grief has taught you more about yourself and how you want to live. What meaning could you take from suffering?

[image: ]

Write a letter to your grief. Share the contents of your heart and mind as you tell grief all that you need to express.
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COPING SKILL: ACTION BEHAVIORS

Sadness often prevents us from engaging in activities and behaviors that bring pleasure and meaning. It can keep us in a cycle of being disengaged from life because we’re sad—but being disengaged from life leads to feeling worse. This coping skill breaks the cycle by activating behaviors that increase energy and motivation, and therefore reconnect us to a life worth living.

1. Reflect on the activities you generally enjoy, even if they haven’t been gratifying lately. These could include hobbies, interests, and forms of play; social activities and being with others; sensory experiences; meaningful daytime activities or work; or skills-based activities.
2. Select two or three specific activities that seem easily manageable. Consider and problem-solve any barriers that might get in the way of participating in them, including feeling too sad.
3. Before, just after, and the day after you engage in the behavior, note how you feel: What’s your mood, energy level, and mindset? Rate each on a scale of 1 to 10 (where 0 is the lowest/least interested and 10 is the greatest/most invested).
4. You’ll likely notice a trend where the actions noticeably improve how you feel. In that way, they naturally motivate more engagement and willingness to reinvest in life, even with loss.


Sharing My Grief with Others

Sharing your grief story can be an incredibly cathartic and healing experience. It connects you with others, releases part of your truth into the world, offers goodness that helps others in their suffering, and brings a sense of peace as you integrate your loss. Consider the questions here as you work to identify a way you can elevate your grief experience to serve others.

What parts of my grief story am I ready to share?
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What things have helped me cope that I’d want to share with others?
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What things have had the greatest impact in transforming my loss?
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What could I create, write, or organize to share my story so others can learn from this?

[image: ]

What do I wish I had or knew about earlier in my grief journey? How can I offer that to others?

[image: ]

What personal creative outlets and public social outlets can I use to share my story?

[image: ]

Key Takeaways

Grief brings several gifts: tolerance for difficult emotions, ongoing connection with the people and things you’re grieving, and a firm sense of inner peace. As you do the work of grieving, you develop skills, insights, and perspectives that foster these gifts and make way for integrating loss. Peace then comes from knowing that the pain in your heart will heal and your love will endure.

Some of the key takeaways from the prompts, practices, and activities in this chapter include:

• It’s okay (wonderful, even) to feel okay, good, and happy in grief. Uplifting emotions are just as important in your grief journey as the sad ones.
• Engaging your grief through purposeful activities helps.
• Maintaining an ongoing connection with your loss is often an essential way to care for yourself, cope, and integrate your cherished person or thing into your new life.
• Reframing the impacts of your loss helps you recreate their meaning and identify a future you’d like to have.
• Finding meaning in your response to loss is an integral part of healing. Meaning can be identified through actions you take, love that you both experience and give, and the attitudes you take toward suffering.
• Sharing your loss story can be powerfully beneficial for you and others.



A Final Note

As you’ve likely discovered working through this book and in your own experiences, navigating grief is a veritable kaleidoscope of feelings, sensations, unknowns, and transformations. Initially, it may be hard to get your bearings, let alone to know which direction to head or how to even move forward. You can doubt your navigation skills as you question whether what you’re feeling and how you’re coping is normal. On the hardest days, it can seem as if there is no relief from the pain of heartbreak and the incessant reminders of loss.

Wanting to move away from these challenging emotions is a natural response, yet it’s not an effective long-term solution. The most helpful response to grief is to give it your nonjudgmental attention, surrender to it, and allow it to move through you. Doing this enables you to hold space for and find meaning in all thoughts, feelings, sensations, and desires. With radical acceptance and practice, you learn to trust yourself; you can be with your feelings without being overtaken by them.

Everything in this book is intended to help you gain that trust in yourself and the skills to support it. The affirmations, guided meditations and visualizations, self-care suggestions, and coping skills will empower you to keep moving between feeling your emotions and functioning in life. The process of reflecting on and responding to the prompts and exercises will facilitate greater self-awareness, self-compassion, and self-confidence as you continue your grief journey.

Grief bears several gifts. One is tolerance for big emotions and the ability to see their purpose. Grief can then take on a new role—one that keeps you connected to what you love. This gift lets you cherish and connect with whom and what you love years and decades after loss. You don’t have to “move on” without the people and things that made you who you are and gave your life such important meaning.

By holding the weight of grief, sitting with your sadness, making room for difficult emotions, taking comfort in not having all the answers, and doing the work of grief, you can find peace. The realizations and reprioritization gleaned in selah moments and in the liminal space of grief make it possible for you to transform into a person and a life that both honors whom and what you mourn and reflects your values. Your former self and life will integrate with your post-loss life, facilitating an ongoing relationship with whom and what matters to you. And that, dear reader, is why navigating your grief is worth the perils and the pain of the journey. On the other side of the initial suffering is the ability to live the joyful, meaningful life you’d want your loved one to have, were they still here. What a gift—for all of you!
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Resources

WEBSITES

Center for Loss & Life Transition | CenterforLoss.com

Led by grief counselor Dr. Alan Wolfelt

The Dougy Center: The National Grief Center for Grieving Children & Families | Dougy.org

Executive director Brennan C. Wood

Grief.com | Grief.com

Led by grief expert David Kessler

Modern Loss | ModernLoss.com

Led by journalists Rebecca Soffer and Gabrielle Birkner

Open to Hope | OpentoHope.com

Led by psychologists Dr. Gloria Horsley and her daughter, Dr. Heidi Horsley

OptionB: Navigating Grief | OptionB.org/grief

Founded by Sheryl Sandberg and Adam Grant

Refuge in Grief | RefugeinGrief.com

Led by psychotherapist Megan Devine

WHERE TO FIND PROFESSIONAL HELP

The following online directories will help you locate competent psychologists and therapists with special training or certification in grief:

Grief.com Grief Educator and Grief Counselor Directory | Grief.com/grief-counselor-directory/

MISS Foundation Certified Provider Directory | missfoundation.org/grieving/provider-directory/

Columbia University Trained Complicated Grief Provider Directory | prolongedgrief.columbia.edu/for-the-public/find-a-therapist

The following online directories can be filtered to find providers who advertise working with grief. Please note, this does not indicate that the provider has special training or certification in grief, so make sure to ask about their qualifications when you reach out.

Mental Health Match | mentalhealthmatch.com

Open Path Collective | openpathcollective.org/find-a-clinician/

Psychology Today | psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/grief

Therapy Den | therapyden.com

PICTURE BOOKS

The Colors of Love and Loss, by Joanne Cacciatore, MISS Foundation

The Heart and the Bottle, by Oliver Jeffers, Philomel Books

The Invisible String, by Patrice Karst, Little, Brown Books for Young Readers

The Memory Box: A Book About Grief, by Joanna Rowland, Sparkhouse Family

One Wave at a Time: A Story about Grief and Healing, by Holly Thompson, Albert Whitman & Company

The Rough Patch, by Brian Lies, Greenwillow Books

BOOKS

Bearing the Unbearable: Love, Loss, and the Heartbreaking Path of Grief, by Joanne Cacciatore, Simon & Schuster

The Comfort Book, by Matt Haig, Harper Avenue

A Grief Observed, by C. S. Lewis, HarperOne

The Grieving Brain, by Mary-Frances O’Conner, Harper One

It’s OK That You’re Not OK: Meeting Grief and Loss in a Culture That Doesn’t Understand, by Megan Devine, Sounds True

Lost & Found: Reflections on Grief, Gratitude, and Happiness, by Kathryn Schulz, Random House

Opening to Grief: Finding Your Way from Loss to Peace, by Claire B. Willis, Dharma Spring

Option B: Facing Adversity, Building Resilience, and Finding Joy, by Sheryl Sandberg, Knopf

The Other Side of Sadness, by George Bonanno, Basic Books

The Year of Magical Thinking, by Joan Didion, Knopf

PODCASTS

All There Is with Anderson Cooper | cnn.com/audio/podcasts/all-there-is-with-anderson-cooper

Hosted by Anderson Cooper

Good Mourning | goodmourning.com.au/listen-good-mourning-podcast

Hosted by Sally Douglas and Imogen Carn

Grief Is a Sneaky B!tch | lisakeefauver.com/podcast-gsb-1

Hosted by Lisa Keefauver, MSW

Grief Outloud | dougy.org/news-media/podcasts

Hosted by Jana DeCristofaro, produced by The Dougy Center

Grief Unfiltered | podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/grief-unfiltered/

A podcast hosted by Jayme Allis

Healing with David Kessler | grief.com/podcasts/

Hosted by David Kessler

Here After | iheart.com/podcast/1248-here-after-with-megan-dev-89497701/

Hosted by Megan Devine

Terrible, Thanks for Asking | ttfa.org

Hosted by Nora McInerny

What’s Your Grief | whatsyourgrief.com/grief-podcast/

Hosted by Eleanor Haley and Litsa Williams

MISCELLANEOUS

Grief Theory | WhatsYourGrief.com/tag/Grief-Theory/

Eleanor Haley and Litsa Williams from What’s Your Grief have several posts that break down the evolution of grief theory. You may find the theories helpful for better understanding your grief and yourself.

Molly Bears | MollyBears.org

Customized weighted teddy bears for infant loss.

Selah Carefarm | MissFoundation.org/Selah-Carefarm/

The Carefarm helps individuals and families working through traumatic grief. Grievers care for, and receive support from, rescued animals and also engage in holistic grief services.
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| focus on the negatives of whom/what | lost.
| don't let myself think about the loss.

| keep a journal and artifacts to help me feel close
to whom/what | lost.

| have or plan to create an annual ritual to honor
my loss.

| get lost in work, exercise, entertainment, or other
activities to keep me distracted.

| lean into my faith or spiritual beliefs for comfort.

| pursue new friendships and relationships to avoid
feeling sad.

| blame myself.
| blame others.

| reconcile myself to living with the loss.
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