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Introduction

The death of a loved one is, for most of us, the most profound emotional experience we will ever have to endure. Dealing with the deep and prolonged grief that follows such a loss may well be the most painful and disturbing challenge of our lives.

This book accompanies you through this difficult period. The meditations contained in these pages speak to the personal concerns of all survivors. Written to connect with you wherever you are in your grieving process, these meditations are appropriate regardless of when your loved one died. As long as you are still feeling the effects of the loss—as long as you are still coping with feelings of sadness, guilt, yearning, anger, confusion, fear, or any of the many other grief-related responses—you will find meditations here that will speak directly to your experience.

Each page begins with a quote from a survivor who was. like yourself, coping with the death of a loved one. You will find that these survivors' responses and concerns are very similar, if not identical, to your own. For even though each death has its own unique characteristics and each survivor has special circumstances and reactions with which to cope, there is also a wide range of grief responses common to all losses.

You are likely to identify more with some of the survivors’ statements than with others. Some of the statements may be ones you could have made yourself. You may, for example, feel a kinship with the teacher and surviving mother who said despairingly, “Since the death, my whole world has fallen apart.” You may echo the questions asked by the middle-aged widower whose wife died of cancer: “When will this grief ever end? How long does this go on?”

Unfortunately, grief does not have a set schedule. There are no deadlines for the resolution of loss. Instead, the grieving process consists of three broad and overlapping phases: Retreating, Working Through, and Resolving

In Retreating, the first phase immediately following a loved ones death, we experience disbelief, shock, confusion, and dis-orientation, as well as a number of other reactions.

In the second phase, Working Through, we experience the full impact of our loved one’s death. We find that we need to cope, on a daily basis, with a variety of feelings, reactions, and conditions that we would never have imagined possible. Our lives begin to undergo change as we grapple with all that the loss means to us and all that it causes us to feel and think and do. This is the most crucial phase of the grieving process, during which our feelings and responses need expression and release. It is a time full of repetition. We tell our stories over and over. We ask ourselves the same questions again and again. We confront longing night after night and day after day. And as we repeatedly experience the same emotions and conditions, we need to talk about them. too. We benefit during this time from seeking and accepting the support of others.

In the final phase, Resolving, we are able to integrate the loss into our lives. We begin to see that we are going to go on, to move forward in our lives. We have days of hope—even days of excitement and pleasure. This does not mean that we no longer care about or have forgotten our loved ones. It simply means that we have progressed through recognizing the loss, releasing our grief, expressing our sadness and despair and longing, and all the myriad of feelings that result from being a survivor. When a loved one’s memory becomes a part of out ongoing lives, that memory will help to sustain us. As one survivor put it after the death of his wife: “What I feel now, more than anything, is gratitude, tremendous overwhelming gratitude that I had such a person in my life. After the pain of grief, that gratitude inspires me every day and gives me energy as I reenter the world:”

The survivors whose voices provide the inspiration for these pages are people who lost spouses, children, parents, siblings, friends, or lovers. Their loved ones died as the result of illness and disease, accidents, suicide, or murder. These survivors represent a wide range of ages and backgrounds, religions, ethnicities, and occupations. But they all had one experience in common: a sense of profound loss after their loved one’s death.

May you gain strength from their voices and the meditations that parallel their concerns. And, as you read, may you gather hope, find the courage to express your thoughts and feelings, persevere through the ongoing release of your grief, and eventually find freedom from emotional pain.

How to Use A Time to Grieve

This book is divided into three sections that correspond to the three broad and fluid phases of grief: Retreating, Working Through, and Resolving. The meditations found within each section present a wide variety of survivors’; expressions and an extensive range of topics. Although the topics are arranged to correspond to the grief phases in which they are most likely to occur, the meditations are not meant to be read in any specific order. In other words, this is not the kind of book that should be read progressively, from front to back. To find your starting point, you can consult the topic index or simply skim the survivors’; quotes at the top of each page until you see one that speaks to you.

One day, you may find yourself drawn to a certain topic in one section that addresses your needs; the next day, you may see that you are connecting more with a topic in another section of the book. You will find it most rewarding to select meditations that best match the way you’;re feeling on any particular day. This book is designed to be used as it suits you best, the way it speaks most directly to your feelings, moods, wishes, dreams, and concerns.

It is the aim of A Time to Grieve to assist you. to be your companion, as you make that difficult but necessary and rewarding journey from coping to healing.


ONE
Retreating



I need to keep my mind dear and just think this through.

All great discoveries are made by [people!] whose feelings run ahead of their thinking.

C.H.PARKHURST


Some survivors try to think their way through grief. That doesn’t work. Grief is a releasing process, a discovery process, a healing process. We cannot release or discover or heal by the use of our minds alone. The brain must follow the heart at a respectful distance. It is our hearts that ache when a loved one dies, It is our emotions that are most drastically affected. Certainly the mind suffers, the mind recalls, the mind may plot and plan and wish, but it is the heart that will blaze the trail through the thicket of grief.

Grief is a discovery process. I will open myself to the discoveries my heart and head will make. Grief is a healing journey, and I will trust my heart to lead my head in this journey.

 

I’m afraid to let my feelings go, to grieve. I don’t know what will happen to me.

Grief is itself a medicine

WILLIAM COWPER


When we suffer any blow, we need to recover, to heal.  Grief is the way to healing after a loss. When we are feeling deep, powerful emotions or impulses, it is necessary  for us to acknowledge them, knowing they will not   harm us. We won’t damage ourselves or fall apart if we allow ourselves to feel and act in ways that are dictated by our truest instincts. We cannot constantly hold back, push away, or censor what we really feel. Fearing to grieve gets us nowhere. With grief, the way back is the way through.

Even though my feelings are  turbulent, and at times consuming, I must not fear them. Grieving my loved one will eventually allow me to heal. By speaking when I need to speak and taking action when I need to, I will be contributing to my own recuperation, the eventual resolution of my painful loss. Such a resolution does not mean I will no longer have a bond with my loved one; it means only that I will have begun to see how my life can more  forward.

 

Since the death, my whole world has fallen apart.

 

There is something in the pang of change 

More than the heart can bear 

Unhappiness remembering happiness

EURIPIDES


When we lose a loved one, almost everything in us and  around us seems to change at the moment of the death. We are likely to feel isolated. And we may feel, too, as if the world is a vastly confusing and chaotic place.

We long for just a few moments with our loved one. We reflect on the happiness that person brought into our life. Nothing else makes sense to us but the rare and meaningful relationship, which we cherished—which is now gone. Consumed by our devastating loss and our longing, we see ourselves and the world much differently than we ever have before. From this time on, we think, the world will never be the same. And in a very real sense, our world is changed the moment a loved one dies because each person we love makes up a precious and  vital piece of our world. At such a challenging time, we need to be patient with the chaos we are now enduring both inside us and around us. We must have faith that it will surely and gradually diminish.

The pieces of my broken world will slowly knit themselves back together—not in the same way as before my loved one’s death—but in a way that will allow me to live in peace from constant emotional turmoil to live without daily suffering.

Things are a mess and it’s my fault

 

When one does nothing, one believes oneself responsible  for everything.

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE


In chaos that follows a death, it is easy  for us to become inactive and withdrawn. We may be unable to voice our opinions or to express our concerns. We may retreat to the corner of the room and watch the frenzied activities of others. Or we may sit in the center of the group of mourners and do and say nothing. Most likely, our efforts at any conversation or action will be minimal during the first few months after the death. We just get through each day any way we can.

Yet, whether or not we participate in life, it continues to go on around us. And all of the daily fallout from life invades our world, whether we want it to or not. We see ourselves as responsible  for doing a great deal, but actually doing nothing. Sometimes it’s as if we have created a great void from which all mistakes and errors in judgment have arisen.

But, of course, our inactivity is not the driving  force behind the disharmony, confusion, and mistakes that surround us. Even though we may have withdrawn and we may be doing nothing, that doesn’t make us responsible  for everything—now, or at any other time.

Because I have temporarily retreated from the life that goes on around me, I feel personally responsible  for everything that isn’t going well or doesn’t turn out the way it should. I feel I could have made it right if only I had participated. I need to give up these feelings. They do not accurately reflect what is really happening. Death creates chaos, regardless of what I do or don’t do. It isn’t realistic  for me to think I am responsible for everything and everyone around me.

 

I just can’t deal with it right now. It’s too much  for me to handle

 

Denial is only anxiety management

ANONYMOUS


It is natural to turn away from death after it first occurs, possibly to the extent of denying that our loved one has died. We hear about the death, or see it. and then a part of ourselves shuts down.

But there is a reason  for this: it happens because we can’t tolerate the thought of our loved one no longer being with us, no longer being available. We can’t tolerate what this death will make us feel. We can’t consider the impact that the death will have on our lives. We can’t fully accept all that information at once.

Such reactions are nature’s way of protecting us when we need to be protected. We deny the complete reality of the death and let it in only partially and very gradually, in amounts just large enough  for us to deal with successfully. It’s as if our hearts and minds have a quota  for emotional pain, and that is what we allow ourselves  for a day or an hour. When we can handle it, we link up with the reality of the death; we consider its many aspects and the ways in which we are  directly involved and affected. We feel the necessary pain.

I am unable to cope with this death right now. I will not  force myself. Instead, I will allow myself some time to get accustomed gradually to the shock I have experienced. I will be kind to myself and trust myself to incorporate the fact of this loss at the rate at which I can deal with it.

Death was something that happened to other people. It was not going to happen to anyone I loved

 

I learned early to keep death in my line of sight, keep it under surveillance, keep it on cleared ground and away from any  brush where it might coil unnoticed.

JOAN DIDION


Until death enters our lives and takes someone we love, most of us think of death as something that happens to someone else H is not an inevitability, but an aberration. If thoughts of death enter our minds, we quickly shove them out. Death, we think, has nothing whatsoever to do with us, with our lives, or with the lives of the people closest to our hearts.

Because of this way of thinking, the sorrowful fact of death occurring in our lives is nearly impossible  for us to fathom. We have great difficulty accepting the reality of the situation. We feel alienated from what we have always believed to be true. Because our lives have been altered so quickly and drastically, we assimilate that change very slowly. This is as it should be. Little by little, rather than all at once, we come to understand what has happened to us. To completely grasp what death means to us in one moment would be impossible. We go gradually through this strange and difficult time. Even if we knew our loved one was going to die from a terminal illness, the finality of the death is not something we can immediately allow fully into our consciousness.

My mind will attempt to thrust out the reality of what has happened to me. I will grapple with the fact of death by trying to wish it away or drive it out, but it will keep returning. This is all a part of the process of loss. It is the part that tries to prevent me from experiencing pain, that holds on to things as they we’re, rather than looking at things as they are. I will have these tumblings back and  forth between what has happened and what I wish to be true. After a time, I will gradually begin the process of acceptance, but I do not have to do it immediately. I can allow myself time.

I wake up in the morning and I still feel as if I’m in a nightmare. I can’t believe this has happened to me

 

Where belief is painful, we are slow to believe.

OVID


It takes a considerable time  for our disbelief to dissolve. Until it does, we seem to be looking at everything through gauze curtains. What we see is not the vision made possible by our real sight. The sounds and words that filter through to us are not the products of our real hearing. The rooms we move our bodies through are alien rooms and the world itself is a strange place with otherworldly qualities.

These things happen because some protective mechanism within ourselves is continually sheltering us. When we are under its influence we usually don’t care much that our vision is dimmed or that our other perceptions are distorted. We feel detached as we experience disbelief at every turn. We wake up every morning to find that odd feeling still with us, and only the smallest voice says: “The terrible thing that happened to you is real. It isn’t made up. It isn’t a figment of other people’s imaginations. It isn’t a mistake.” So the painful process of gaining clarity and a sense of reality may take months.

It is very difficult to get used to the shock we feel when the fact of our loved one’s death is made painfully evident So when we see something or hear something, when we find that his chair or room is empty, or we answer a phone call and it’s someone asking  for her, we need to take a moment to ease the jolt, to allow ourselves to pause and take a breather as we  move through the shock.

When I feel the stunning blow of disbelief, I will go to a place where I feel comfortable and rest  for a moment or take a short walk until the shock dissipates. I will recognize that these little shocks will happen over and over, but that I will eventually have days that are completely free of them. When they happen now, I will allow a “loving hesitation” in my life—a pause that lets me gather my physical and emotional energy—so that I can meet at least some of the day’s minimal demands. won’t try to meet the big ones, only those that are small enough to manage.

What is this all about? Why do I have to live through this?

 

Between grief and nothing I will take grief.

WILLIAM FAULKNER


Sometimes it helps to remind ourselves that the reason we  feel grief at a loved one’s death is simply because we had the capacity to love. If we never experienced love, then we would have no involvement that would be strong enough or deep enough to cause unpleasant emotions.  For that reason we can accept grief as a testimony to our capacity to bond with and care  for another. It means we have the ability to gain closeness with another, to feel affectionate, to dedicate part of our emotions and energies to another. It is those same emotions and energies that now cause us pain, that come rushing into the void left by our loved ones death.

My grief is a heavy burden, but it is a burden that serves as proof of a loving relationship. I will remember, as I long  for my loved one and experience the many other emotions that make up my grief, that it represents something very important in my life. It attests to my ability to care  for and love another.

The world seems so empty now, as if there is no one in it.

Sometimes, when one person is missing, the whole world seems depopulated

LAMARTINE


The loved one who died had filled our world. We we’re content to be with that one person. There we’re others around and we cared  for them, but our loved one was the center of our universe. And when that center was removed, all else faded away. Now the other people we see and hear have little or no effect on us. We long only  for the loved one to come back, to be alive in the world with us.

The death of our loved one, we feel, has diminished the world itself. There are people around us, yes, but they seem inconsequential in our lives.

When feelings of isolation bear down on me, when I feel as if the very center of my universe is missing, I will recognize that there are others around me  for whom I may care and who care  for me. I will be willing to accept at least some small degree of attention and affection from them.

I want to talk to him about the death, to see how he’s doing, but I’m afraid.

[Kindness is] the golden chain by which society is bound together.

GOETHE


Sometimes it takes courage  for us to approach the subject of  the death with another survivor. But the act itself is one of kindness and concern. It shows we care, we want to help, we want to accompany the other person—at least  for a short while—in sorrow.

It is by such acts that we, as survivors, are bound together. It is by such acts that we, as a society, are bound together. Reaching out to another person is never wrong. Showing kindness is never wrong. It may not always be conventional, but it is never wrong. We need to remember to be alert to the feelings and silences and withdrawals of others and to take the first step when we feel it needs to be taken.

I will seek the strength of an emotional connection with another survivor. I will reach out to the other survivor and ask: “How are you doing? Do you want to talk  for a while?” By doing so I will both give and receive support in my grief. I will be thankful that such acts of kindness—both given and received—are possible in the midst of our loss.

I haven’t seen that friend since the death.

Never does one feel oneself so utterly helpless as in trying to speak comfort  for great bereavement I will not try it.

JANE WELSH CARLYLE


We are sometimes surprised by the occasional close friend who disappears from our lives after the funeral is over. This is the person we felt we could depend on, one of the people we liked the best and trusted the most to come through. When we sense that we have been deserted, we feel angry and disappointed. It is only natural that we should be upset. We feel that the person has been selfish or superficial.

But that is not necessarily true. Some people cannot give comfort because they were not raised in an environment in which solace was a part of people’s behavior. It is alien to them to try to extend any deep, sustaining kind of consolation. They care, but they don’t know where to begin They are afraid of their own feelings as much as they are afraid of ours. And so they don’t try to make a connection.

We can recognize that others have their limitations and that their experiences have shaped them differently from ourselves. They are  not bad people, they are simply people who—  for one reason or another—are unable to join with us in our sorrow, and that is what we need most now.

I will  forgive my friend  for his or her feelings of inadequacy and confusion,  for not knowing what to do  for me or say to me. I will remember that my situation is very frightening to people who are  already distanced from their feelings. Grief signifies the utmost in vulnerability, and I can’t expect that everyone will have the courage to come close to that vulnerability.

Other people tell me how bad they feel, but they don’t know what grief is.

I measure every Grief I meet 

With narrow, probing Eyes— 

I wonder if it weighs like Mine— 

Or has an Easier size.

EMILY DICKINSON


It seems to us that no one can know how we feel. No one II could have suffered as we do. No one is carrying the weight of a loss as we are. The death of that person who was so special to us produces a grief that no one can imagine. We tell ourselves, “Others may think they know, but they don’t.”

While the death of each loved one is, without question, unique, there also are some universal characteristics that survivors feel after a death. It doesn’t matter where people live, or what they do, or what religion they are, or whether or not they are educated: when their loved one dies, some of the feelings and responses they have after the death are ones that we all share.  For example, feelings of shock, anxiety, despair, confusion, disorientation, and longing are part of nearly every survivor’s experience.

I will recognize that others intend only to ease my sense of loss, to ease my pain. I will know that their grief may be different from mine in some ways, but it will be similar in others. The loss of any loved one is a weight we all bear as best we can in our own way and without comparison.

Her death makes me feel small and helpless, as if I have no power,

Man acquires the stature of the enemy with whom he wrestles.

NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS


When grapple with the death of a loved one, we are  grappling with a  formidable opponent. But as we work our way through the most difficult of times, as we deal with this enormous challenge by confronting what we feel and need, we make it possible  for ourselves to change and grow The growth we will achieve is not something we can imagine now, at the beginning of our grieving process. But when we look back a few months from now, we will marvel at what we have been able to do.

As I face off against this powerful opponent, I know that I have the power to win and that winning will make me stronger. To make progress, I will not deny my grief. I will acknowledge it, struggle with it, and work with it. And when this difficult period is over; I will find that! have gained in stature—not just now, but  for the rest of my life.

Why did this have to happen to me?

If all our misfortunes we’re laid in one common heap whence everyone must take an equal portion, most people would be contented to take their own and depart.

SOCRATES


Death causes us to question many things. We may question the reason  for our loved one’s death, the reason he or she had to suffer, or the reason we must survive this ordeal. But regardless of how intently we search  for answers to such questions, we cannot find them. Why, we lament, do we have to endure this terrible nine? What have we done to deserve this? Why are other’s lives less difficult than our own?

When we actually look at our lives and the traumas and losses that we have experienced, most of us know that we have had a burden, but it has been our burden. It is not one we would trade  for that of our friend or neighbor. Given the opportunity to exchange mis fortunes, most of us would take our own and depart.

I will carry my own burden as best I can without questioning why I have been “chosen” to have so much heartbreak in my life. All of us have been chosen  for misfortune at one time or another. The road I travel is difficult—sometimes nearly unbearable—but it is mine. And I will  own it and realize that it will lead me out of  the darkness.

Even though we had six months to anticipate it, it is still devastating.

Experience is in the fingers and head. 

The heart is inexperienced.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU


With enough experience, we learn to do things with our Ww hands and our minds. It is not nearly so easy to learn to accomplish something with our hearts. Even if we anticipated a death because our loved one was terminally ill, or even if we have had losses before, it doesn’t mean the heart has “learned” anything in the process. Each time our emotions are involved in any experience, that experience is essentially new to us.

So grief comes to most of us as an overpowering and demanding intruder. We are fledglings at dealing with surviving a death. We wish we knew more or we’re better prepared, but preparation can only be minimal at best.

I begin the journey as best I can with the resources I have and the determination to make it through. I recognize that I need to be kind to myself at this time, to cherish my own feelings, and to honor my emotional needs.

When my husband died, and my friends came and stayed and stayed, I went into the living room and asked them all to leave. My mother thought it was a horrible thing  for me to do.

The costliness in keeping friends does not lie in what one does  for them  one, but in what one, out of consideration  for them, refrains from doing.

HENRIK IBSEN


Wonderful, well-meaning friends may sometimes fail to We sense our needs and may ignore our cues, thinking they know what is best  for us. A friend may impose himself or herself on us when we cannot cope with company. People may stop by or call too often, or press us  for details too frequently. or insist that we eat when we cannot eat or sit when we wan: to pace Whatever the annoyance, we can speak out  for ourselves. We can say what we want and need at the time. Doing this may be extremely difficult because we are too tried, too sad, too despairing, or loo sick to put up resistance; but if we can muster the energy to express ourselves clearly, we will ultimately benefit by doing so.

I am thankful  for the wonderful friends I have, but I must remember that they may  not  always know what my boundaries are or  when I’ve reached the saturation point in conversation or company. When that happens, I will thank them  for their attention and concern and love; then I will kindly but clearly state my needs. And I will not apologize  for having those needs.

They say they want to help, but I don’t know what to tell them.

He who would do good to another, must do it in minute particulars.

ANONYMOUS


Offers  for help come to us from various sources. Some offer we know to be genuine others we think are less sincere. So what do we do? Most of us thank the friends, relatives, neighbors, or co-workers  for offering assistance. Then we have difficulty asking anyone  for anything, even though we could use help.

When there is the potential  for others to take care of troublesome tasks, we should ask them to help and we should be specific about what they can do to make our lives less stressful. We may need someone to make phone calls, babysit, help with shopping, provide transportation  for out-of-town relatives, or take care of a multitude of other small errands or responsibilities. It is okay to ask  for assistance If we find ourselves hesitating to do so, we need only imagine that the roles are reversed and the other person is the survivor. Which responsibilities would we be willing to assume  for him or her? Those are the things we can ask  for—and should.

When I need something done that someone else can do for me to make my life less stressful, I will ask  for assistance. I will be specific about what I need and will not feel guilty  for asking.

I	just feel lost.

It	is a sea, every direction possible And we rock, dinghies of splintery resistance.

SANDRA LAMPE


In the first days of grief, we feel numb, unreal. It seems as if  we are floating through the day, going from one necessary task to another, seeing one person and then another with no real recall of what has happened. It’s as if we are cast out in little boats by ourselves, and as far as our vision can reach, there is only the sea of sorrow. Nevertheless, we continue day after day.

This feeling of being adrift, of being cut loose, set apart from our normal experiences of people and pressures, persists, and we find our lives filled with unusual demands that go beyond what we think we can bear. But our resilience is amazing. And, weak or not, we survive this way. We don’t sink. We may feel as though we will, but we don’t. And we won’t.

As I make my way through this most difficult time of grief, I will recognize that the sense of unreality—of feeling disconnected from the world, isolated, and adrift—is to be expected. It will not last  for long. Gradually, I will feel more connections, more stability. The numbness and the floating feeling will dissipate and a whole range of emotions will take their place. Right now, lam doing what I need to do. My body is taking care of itself in this way. I cannot and need not try to change it.

Sometimes I don’t know how I’ll make it through the night to the next morning.

The only courage that matters is the kind that gets you from one minute to the next.

MIGNON MCLAUGHLIN


Nights are particularly difficult  for many survivors—especially those of us who live alone. It is then, when things are quiet and the telephone doesn’t ring, that the wrenching loneliness sets in, the missing, the longing, the torment of having to get through another night of grief.

We can make it easier on ourselves if we see the night as it really is. It isn’t endless. It isn’t a dark  foreboding thing that will swallow us up. It is only a collection of hours, which are a collection of minutes. And it is through one minute at a time that we must persevere. We can do that.

It doesn’t matter whether I have a huge amount of courage or a little courage; all I need is the courage to get through one minute of a time, and i can certainly do that—regardless of how frightening or cruel a  night alone can seem.

I sleep for an hour, then I wake up. It goes on like that all night

Sleep builds stepping stones.

EEVA-LIISA MANNER


Changes in sleeping habits and patterns are  among the most disturbing effects of grief. They rank right up at the top, along with digestive disturbances and lack of concentration. Some of us get insomnia, which starts immediately following the death and continues off and on  for months. A few of us dream of our loved one and feel nourished by such dreams. But others of us long to see our loved one in a dream and, regardless of how fervently we wish it, it doesn’t happen.

Because of this type of disruption at night, it is vital  for us to allow ourselves to rest whenever it is at all possible. If we can’t sleep at night, we need to try to sleep whenever we can The possibility of disturbing our sleeping pattern by sleeping in the daytime is less important than having to suffer from the detrimental effects of sleep deprivation.

We can help ourselves sleep by getting some exercise during the day. even if it is only a short walk And we can’t expect our bodies to rest if we try to survive on caffeine or other stimulants. Eventually, if we help ourselves along, our sleeping pattern will return to normal. Sleep will, once again, build its stepping stones across the abyss of nighttime loneliness, h will contribute to our emotional healing as it enhances our sense of well-being.

To promote my own ability to sleep and to gain strength, I will get some exercise, will not consume excessive amounts of caffeine or other stimulants, and will avoid pushing myself when I know that rest is what I really need. Instead, I will acknowledge that my physical self has been traumatized along with my emotional self. My body deserves the chance to heal and gain strength, and I will help it any way I can.

I just go on. Numb mast of the time, but I keep going.

To live ones life in a body that one cannot fell , is , I believe, the loneliest loneliness

JAMES J.LYNCH


If we are  numb, we are  unaware of our bodies, our feelings,  the various life  forces of which we are made. To shut out pain, to ignore or dull all emotion, is to shut out the possibility of joy and pleasure, also. We cannot endure  for long in such deprived circumstances. The body makes it possible  for us to thrive The body is the physical home of our emotions.  Fortunately, we human beings are constructed so that we are able verbally and physically to express feelings, opinions, thoughts, and wishes that concern us.

Grief is isolating. But we compound that isolation if we fail to unveil to ourselves the various needs, drives, desires, and apprehensions that require recognition rather than neglect. We need to allow our bodies to feel. By taking the first step of opening up to ourselves, of feeling what is going on inside us, of confronting difficult issues, we are  beginning the journey toward healing and away from “the loneliest loneliness.”

I have been numbing my feelings, ignoring thoughts I needed to explore, wishing away entire parts of myself that are valuable and unique. I will, instead, work toward being a whole person. I will allow my body to fed and to express itself. By  not doing so, I harm myself. ’

I want everybody to leave me alone. I don’t need anything. I’m getting along okay.

When we admit our vulnerability, we include others; if we deny it. we shut them out.

MAY SARTON


Every once in a while Ii is tempting to shut ourselves off and say we don’t need anything from anyone, that we’re doing just fine and want to be left alone. And yet, on the inside we’re scared. Or we’re confused, or lonely, or any number of things.

Shutting ourselves off from sources of help is unwise. If we say we don’t need anyone, then we’re closing ourselves off from others in a self punishing and unnecessary way. Instead, we can admit how we feel, which lets others in to help us. We can reveal the issues with which we are having the most difficulty. We can discuss the fact that we’re not always capable, strong, logical, patient, and all those other things we need to be

We need to remind ourselves that we don’t benefit at all from sealing ourselves up in  fortresses of self-determination, which require that we don’t show our “soft side” to anyone.

I will realize that by admitting my very real vulnerability, I am including others in my life, i cannot and will not attempt to go through this grieving process completely alone.

Going out so soon after the funeral took all the strength I had.

He who is outside his door already has a hard pan of his journey behind him.

DUTCH PROVERB


Once death touches our lives and we feel changed by it,  we are less likely to want to be among others. We don’t want to gather up the energy it takes to step out the door. We don’t want to leave the safety of our surroundings. We don’t want to be exposed. We wish we could stay inside instead of having to go back to work, start attending to errands, or looking after the needs of someone else.

Taking the first step is difficult and can seem risky—even foolhardy—but it is necessary to do, and we can trust in our own strength, courage, and ability to get us through the challenge.

After the funeral, I may feel as if I want to hide  forever, but the circumstances of my life—my job, my relationships, and other commitments—make it necessary  for me to leave the safety of my home.  will remind myself that after I leave by myself  for the first time, succeeding departures will get easier. And  will remember that once  have gone outside and closed the door behind me, I will have made the hardest part of the journey

I’m so tired, I don’t want to go anywhere or do anything.

The strongest have their moments of fatigue.

FBEDRICH NIETZSCHE


Grief creates exhaustion We are tired much of the time, if not all of the time Sometimes the simplest, easiest tasks seem insurmountable, as if they required great amounts of energy.

There is nothing that says we must accomplish as much during our period of sorrow as we did before the death. At the same time, we cannot simply let our bodies go.  Forgetting to eat or refusing to take even a short walk will only contribute to a lack of energy Living on coffee or snacks will not restore us to a reasonably healthy condition. Ignoring lack of sleep will not cure our insomnia.

We need to let our bodies dictate what we can and cannot do. If we do not feel we can meet the physical challenge of making a trip to the store, tending to an appointment or an errand, or attending a meeting, then we need to accept that limitation. And, at the same time, we can assure ourselves that the inability is temporary.

When our emotions are demanding so much of us, we must not  forget our physical selves. We need to listen to what our bodies need.

I will pay attention to my body’s signals and will not push too hard. But I will also recognize that I need to help my body regain its strength. I have had an emotional surgery that has been hard on my heart and my soul, I must not similarly punish the body in which live.

I feel afraid and  don’t even know what I’m afraid of.

No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear.


EDMUND BURKE

Sometimes invisible fear can nearly, paralyze us. We don’t  act or think as we once did, because at the base of everything we think or do is an underlying fear. This fear comes from the uncertainty that our loss produced. Often, the death of a loved one takes our confidence and turns it into a lack of confidence; it takes our certainly and changes it to uncertainty; it takes strength and wisdom and reduces them to weakness and unclear thought. And in place of these things we feel have been taken away from us, fear settles in.

We need to recognize that this state is temporary; it has occurred because our private world has been shaken. We need to keep in mind that it is our temporarily weakened condition that makes us fearful. Once we regain our strength, our fears will lose their power. We will be able to reason and act and be unfearful in the ways that we we’re before the death.

When I feel anxious or afraid, I will recognize this as a natural part of the grieving process. My powers have been diminished by the death, and my confidence in myself and in (he world has been shaken. With time, I will regain my ability to consider an action without having to place it against a backdrop of fear. Such a preoccupation with fear only limits my life and has no realistic place in it.  am, as much as anyone, safe from great harm. To venture out into the world is a healthful act, not an incautious one.

I don’t want people’s pity.

He that pities another remembers himself.

GEIRGE HERBERT


When we grieve, we want understanding, not pity.Well-meaning friends, relatives,co-workers, and neighbors say things that make us realize they are pitying us—but we don't really feel as if they are understanding us and connecting with us. This is both saddening and disappointing.

But sometimes others’ pity can contain more understanding than we may imagine. Because it is from their own hurt that their pity arises, we should not be harsh with those who pity us. It may be the only level at which they can enter our grief. We need to recognize and accept that they most likely are carrying a variety of emotional issues themselves, and they may be able to cope with some but not with others.

I will not be critical or angry when other people express pity. It is probably the only avenue by which they can make a connection with me. My sorrow may make them fearful of going any further than to pity me— for in pitying me they are  responding to a hurt or a void in their own life experience.

I’m tired of people’s questions.

Curiosity, one of the most primitive and persistent of motivations, can be a valuable instrument or a nuisance.

ANONYMOUS


A death always arouses curiosity. Questions typically crop  up among the first responses we get after making the announcement Whether they follow the condolences or precede them, they are right up front in our grief experience.

Sometimes the questions persist inappropriately.  For example, people who hear of our loss yet are not close to us may ask about the circumstances of our loved one’s death. Even the people we love and care about may ask questions we’d rather not answer, because we don’t want to have to grapple with the in formation the answer conveys. We don’t want to say how long it was before the person was discovered. Or we don’t want to talk about the reactions of others who we’re in the room or any number of the intimate details of our tragedy. And we don’t have to. We can recognize that curiosity is commonplace, even primitive. But refusal to indulge it is our right.

If I don’t want to answer people’s questions or satisfy their curiosity, I don’t have to. I will look at the questioner and say, “I feel that particular information is private” or “I can’t really discuss that with you now.”

I wish people would think before they speak. Some of the things I’ve heard in the last two weeks have really hurt me.

Of all cruelties, those are the most intolerable that come under the name of condolence and consolation

WALTER SAVAGE LANDOR


U fortunately, there are people who come up with  thoughtless and hurtful things to say when they are supposedly consoling us. People who lose children are  sometimes told they should be glad they have other surviving children or that they can have more children. Young spouses are told they will marry again, that life isn’t over. Children who are surviving the death of a parent are told to take care of one another, as if they could meet each others emotional, physical, and mental needs. These are all remarks made without much thought—and certainly without empathy.

When we are  caught in a situation in which we have to tolerate anecdotes, explanations, or advice we don’t want to hear, we need to realize that others’ thoughtless actions usually have to do with their lack of experience. People who have not lost a loved one often see grief as a very temporary and a fairly rational process that stops soon after the funeral. They don’t understand grief’s scope or depth. We can protect ourselves by mentally discarding anything they say to us that is not constructive and supportive.

I will not be hurt by thoughtless remarks others may make. I won’t relive a potentially damaging situation over and over. I will discard anything I hear that causes me to feel blamed, misunderstood, foolish, or overly needy. When I hear such remarks,  will visualize tossing the statement or question into a trash basket. Then I will recall something else that someone has said to make me feel better, a statement that conveyed understanding and support.

I want to be held. I want to be touched.

The greatest sense in our body is our touch. It is probably the chief sense in the processes of sleeping and waking; we feel, we love and hate, are touchy  and are touched through . . . our skin.

J LONEL TAILOR


During grief some of our needs become dulled, some become heightened. One need that is often more intensified is the need  for touch, to be held or hugged, to have someone pat us as he or she passes by or hold our hand at particularly stressful times A woman surviving the accidental death of her husband said, “I  know I could heal faster if  I didn’t feel so all alone in my skin.” Grief isolates us emotionally, but not being touched can make us feel both physically and emotionally isolated. So our desire  for touch is a real, vital human need.

In fact, studies on touch deprivation have proven dramatically that being touched contributes to leading a healthful life. It’s important  for us to allow ourselves to be in situations where we receive physical affection from those we care about. If someone wants to hug us or hold us, we shouldn’t worry-about such a gesture making us cry or “break down.” We need to follow our natural instinct to give and receive affection.

In support groups, survivors are more likely to touch, hug, and give affectionate pats, because they know it is a way of connecting, comforting, and breaking through that terrible sensation of being all alone in your skin.

If I respect and care about the person who offers me affection and if I want to hold hands or hug, I will do it. If I cry, it isn’t the end of the world. If I cry, in fact, I am allowing my body two ways of repairing itself at once—experiencing touch and releasing tears are  both ways of  healing.

I don’t want someone to talk  I want someone to be here, to sit with me and not expect me to talk.

Silence may be as variously shaded as speech.

EDITH WHARTON


Although it is extremely important to communicate C/ li through conversation when we are grieving, it is sometimes just as important to remain quiet. We may have a very strong need to sit silently and review the events surrounding the death, to recall things our loved one did or said Or we may wish to attempt to sort out confusing aspects of our loss. to try to make plans, or just to feel sorry  for ourselves. Such needs and desires are perfectly normal and acceptable. All of this silent sorting out makes up a vital period that may last a few weeks or much longer.

 For some of us, silence is our major reaction to loss. And the majority of the time silence should be honored and respected by others. Friends may help us by coming and sitting quietly, making a cup of tea, or joining us in a quiet walk, and it isn’t wrong  for us to ask  for that. We don’t have to entertain our visitors. It is okay to desire someone’s presence but, at the same time, to wish  for that person to remain silent with us.

When I want someone to share a silence with me, to sit quietly in the same room, to go  for a walk without having a conversation, or to hold my hand or put his or her arms around me,  will ask  for that. I deserve to be nurtured in silence and to receive gestures of reassurance. When my mental and emotional rhythm calls  for silence and warmth, I will respect that need and do my best to fulfill it.

If only I had . . .

It is only too easy to compel a sensitive human being to feel guilty about anything.

MORTON IRVING SEIDEN


Regardless of how good we we’re to our loved one, how much care we look and love we exhibited, how much time we spent with him or her, or how much concern we showed, we can still suffer from guilt.

If only I had not done this—or had done that, we think. We torture ourselves by reliving, over and over, mistakes we think we made.

But most of us do the best we can at the time we are doing it with the resources we have at the moment. The things we feel guilty about after a loved one’s death seldom—almost never—have any validity. Feeling guilty is our way of making ourselves believe that we had some control over the death. We do this because it is difficult to have to recognize that we are  living in a world where terrible things can happen that are completely beyond our power to govern them.

When guilt haunts me, I will recognize that u is my way of  taking some responsibility  for a death when I, in fact, was not responsible.  cannot determine and control the length of another person’s life regardless of how much I love that person.

I can’t  forget the thing I said to hurt him. I did it on purpose, and I never told him  was sorry.

Men are apt to offend (tis  true) where they find most goodness to  forgive.

WILLIAM CONGREVE


There are probably no survivors on this earth who do not experience regret, even pronounced emotional pain, about some specific thing they said or did when their loved one was alive li may have been some small thoughtless act; it may have been something calculated to hurt the other person. Then, after it was done, there wasn’t an apology. The hurtful thing was never discussed; the air was not cleared.

We may not like to admit it to ourselves, but we often lash out more readily at those whom we know will  forgive us. Because they care about us and understand us, we assume they will tolerate more from us—and frequently they do. This thinking on our part is certainly not always conscious. In fact, most of the time it probably isn’t, but it permits us to take liberties with our actions and our tongues that we would not otherwise take.

I will  forgive myself and know that I was. in all likelihood,  forgiven by my loved one  for he uncaring or thoughtless things I said or did. He or she knew what my real feelings we’re, and the acts that I regret did not reflect those feelings. When I am punishing myself  for an unresolved disagreement or an un fortunate act, I need to trust in the goodness of my loved one and his or her capacity to  forgive me not once, but as many times as necessary.

I try  make myself think about something else, to be rational, but it doesn’t work.

The head does not know how to play the part of the heart  for long. 

LA ROCHEFOUCAULD


Even though we may try again and again to shut down our emotions, to still the miseries of our own hearts, it often does not work. We can make our heads do a great many things, but we can’t make them successfully override the grief caused by a loved one’s death. Such willful attempts do not work—and there is a very good reason why they don’t. If our intellect could reign over our emotions, if we could successfully tell ourselves to think of other things when our grief arose, we would be  forever in a state of bereavement. Our grief would go underground and cause difficulties in a great many ways, affecting our emotional swings, our psychological makeup, and our physical health.

I welcome the messages of my heart. I know they are  true and come from the deepest life source I have. While ii may seem, at times, that I could spare myself pain if only I could remain in my head, I need to recognize that it is not my intellect that will help me release my grief; it is my heart.

I think I see him driving down the street or coming in the back door, then  realize . . .

Desire is indeed powerful; it engenders belief.

MARCEL PROUST


We wish so hard when our loved ones are gone wish we could see them or find them sitting in a favorite chair, walking through the door, or calling on the telephone at their regular times. It isn’t unusual to be thoroughly convinced that we see our loved one driving down the street, waiting  for a bus, working in a store, or even entering the front door. In fact, our desire to see our loved one is so powerful it makes us believe, momentarily at least, that he or she is still here, still with us, still capable of a physical presence.

Though these occurrences quicken the pace of our hearts and rouse our hopes, they just as rapidly disappoint us. So eventually we learn to understand them  for what they are: the products of our wishful thinking, our desire.

These fleeting glimpses and images may occur quite frequently  for a few months, even a year or so after the death. Then they gradually subside. Talking or writing about what we imagine we see can help us to release the disappointment and pain these images cause.

When I am struck by the appearance of someone who bears an extreme likeness to my loved one, when i am convinced that my loved one is not really dead, that there is a mistake, I will take a moment to lessen the power of that image I will do this by writing about what I saw, how I felt when I saw it, and how I felt afterward. Or I will relate the story of what happened to a trusted listener. Doing so will help me to focus and release the emotional blow I have suffered.

I’m so angry at her  for leaving me like this. How could she do this to me?

No man is angry that feels not himself hurt.

FRANCIS BACON

We often feel angry  for having been deserted. We are hurt to be left alone. We may even wish  for the opportunity to express our anger toward the person who died. A surviving spouse may feel abandoned, uncared  for, as if the deceased husband or wife would have been determined and able to live longer if he or she had really loved the survivor Such thinking is, of course, unrealistic, but it denies the survivors grief  for a while and puts it aside. That is, anger displaces other feelings that may be much more discomforting to confront. Using anger in this way is the equivalent of changing the subject when we are  talking in order to evade the topic under discussion.

When anger occupies our thoughts day after day,  consumes energy, directs attention, and takes up time. We can let our anger out as we need to and talk to other people about our angry feelings, but eventually we need to acknowledge that much of our anger is really just a convenient repository  for lots of other feelings,

When I’m angry at my loved one for dying and leaving me alone, I will vent my anger am by myself or I will talk to someone about my anger. But because anger is one of the most powerful emotions, it should be kept in perspective. I will ask these questions of myself and do my best to answer them: What purpose is my anger serving? How long do I want to invest my energy in it? What is  covering up?

I wish I could have died before my loved one. I never thought I would have to outlive him.

The most  ever did  for you. was to outlive you 

But that is much.

EDNA ST VINCENT MLIAY


We are not prepared, most of us, to be left behind. We thought we would die before our spouse, our friend, our sibling, or our child. And yet, here we are having to cope with this aloneness and loneliness at the same time.

Even though outliving the person we loved was never part of our plan, never part of our expectation, it is, in a way. our gift to that person. It is we. instead of our loved ones, who are experiencing the sorrow.

I am alone and I am lonely, but if I were asked to decide between being the cause  for sorrow or accepting the sorrow of loss, which would I select? I am here to go on, to carry the legacy of  my relationship into the days ahead, to make bright my loved one’s memory, to see it as afire from which I can forge a future.

I know I glorify him—but that’s my business.

But us the truth even if it didn’t happen.

KEN KESEY


In the first early period of our grief, as we remember our loved one and recall times we had together, we may have a tendency to distort reality, obscure the actual event, or fabricate a facet of our relationship. If we do, there’s no harm done. It is our reality  for now, and it is one we may need to believe in  for the time being. It may not be so far from the truth as to be significant, or it may be drastically different from the facts. Either way, it doesn’t matter.

Many loved ones are mythologized to a certain extent after their deaths. Many relationships undergo a trans formation of the wishing process. It is all part of our survival. It becomes dangerous only if we create a fiction that we are unable to give up, because that fiction could then make us unable to grieve the real person who died.

I know I don’t always remember things accurately or look at the complete picture when  am recollecting my relationship with my loved one. That doesn’t matter.  For a while now, I can smile and tell myself “it’s the truth even if it didn’t happen.”

When she died, my faith was wiped out.

A faith that sets bounds to itself, that will believe so much and no more, that will trust thus far and no further, is none.

JULIUS CHARLES HARE and AUGUSTUS WILLIAM HARP

We feel there is no reason  for our loved one’s death and that if there is no reason; then the death may be considered a punishment. This is particularly true if our loved one died in a sudden or violent way, or died at a young age. Our faith is seriously shaken; in fact, we may feel as if it no longer exists.

But at such times we need to consider that faith applies, always, to something that exceeds the scope of our imagining, to that which is beyond our seeing and our understanding.

We can’t place limitations on faith. We can’t bargain with any being—earthly or otherwise—and promise to restore our belief if only such and such will happen. True faith does not   work that way. If we wish we could have faith but fear that we have lost it, we can remind ourselves that trust is part of hope and hope is part of renewal after loss. Giving up on these steps means giving up on a  force larger than ourselves that can offer us much comfort during a lifetime.

I will not   place limits or bounds on my faith. I will not require assurances. I will invest I my trust, recognizing that faith itself is a belief that goes beyond my own knowledge and capabilities. we’re anything else, I would not have needed it to begin with.

I’m trying to decide what to do next, and I don’t know. I wish I did.

Living is a constant process of deciding what we are going to do

JOSE ORTEGA Y GASSET

For some people, losing a loved one seems to necessitate a  drastic change, such as selling one’s house, moving, or changing a job or lifestyle. Any kind of major change may be tempting.

Similarly, many of us survivors present ourselves with a selection of alternatives. Then we are miserable because we can’t pick one. But selecting one excludes the possibility of another—and so it goes, back and  forth. It occupies our time and energy. It torments us. We lament: If only we had some way to know which choice would be best  for us.

But usually the choice is all too simple̶ for the best choice is to do nothing. The preferable path is not to get involved in any significant life change  for at least one year. If there is no absolute need  for change, such as a financial crisis, there should be no moving or quitting or selling. There will be plenty of time  for that when we are not experiencing the jumble of feelings created by our loss.

I am not in a state that allows me to make wise decisions. If I find that I am tempted to alter some area of my life, I will talk my idea over with a helping professional, f will  no! act on any major change without consulting a party whom I trust and who has not been personally affected by the death.

I wish  we’re in a wheelchair unable to move, so people would know what I’ve been through.

We can see the smoke of a burning home, but who can know of a burning heart?

MALAY SAYING

The passions of the heart are not   always visible, particularly when we are suffering a severe loss. Survivors often say they wish they could wear a sign or a badge to signal to other people how damaged they feel. Grief is isolating and it is deceptive. Sometimes a person who seems perfectly fine on the outside is going through extraordinary inner torment day after day, hour after slow hour.

We can’t change the way our culture is. We can’t insist on a special signal to the “outside world” that we’re in great distress, but we can talk about what burns inside us. We can seek a support group where we will be among others who know how it feels to hold it in, push it down, and pretend everything is okay. By being with others who have gone through a similar experience, we are made to feel less isolated. We can benefit from valuable reassurance and companionship.

I will not keep silent when I have the need  for my loss and my pain to be known. Suppressed grief can lead to illness, and I will contribute to my own health by opening up when I need to.

I am afraid I’ll go over the edge.

Life only demands from you the strength you possess.

DAG HAMMARSKJOLD

Few of us survivors think we can endure all that will be required from us, day after day. “I won’t make it through.” we say. Or: “Just one more hour of this, and that will be it. I won’t have the strength to go on.” But we do. It’s as if there is some human  formula we know nothing about, and this  formula guarantees that the grief, the despair, the terrible mix of emotions that are prescribed  for us do not exceed the amount we can handle.

I will use the- strength I have to cope with my circumstances. Somehow, miraculously, the strength  possess will be enough to get me through, If I ever begin to question my own capacities, I will have faith that the resources which are mine, some of which we’re undetectable before the death, will be adequate and will see me through.

What can I hang on to? 

Hope is grief’s best music.

PROVERB

When we are feeling as if there is no way out. nothing to  look  forward to, and we’re anticipating only days and days of emotional agony ahead of us, we need to recognize that we are not alone. There are many others who have been through grief and are  now living their lives and functioning as capable, loving people in the world. We will join them one day. After we have been through the challenging tangle of emotions, we will emerge in a clearing where we know the worst is over, and we will feel ourselves gaining the strength to assimilate the changes in our life. We need to carry hope with us, as we traverse the thicket of emotions, and realize that we will, in the future, live a life that is not governed by wrenching

As I begin to grieve, I will not abandon hope I will realize that the others who have made this journey before me have emerged intact. They will give me faith in myself  to come through the darkest parts of my life. All the ways in which I have met difficulties in he past and dealt with them will give me renewed belief in my ability to meet the challenge.

I don’t know where I will end up.

Perhaps it happens with us as with the water diviners, who do not know what guides them to the water, but something does . . . and twists the wand in their hands.

PRIMO LEVI

How do we find our way? Where will this sorrow take  us? What will happen? Where will we end up? If we trust ourselves, we will tap that which is within us that needs to rise to the surface. We can lead ourselves to it as surely as a water diviner can find water in a  forbidding landscape.

There is something instinctive within us that helps us through the most difficult of times and allows us to access our inner strength. We can recognize that our sorrow and our strength come from the same well.

I will have faith that I can locate the source of my strength and sorrow and that the two will commingle us I heal.  For I am able to find my own way, to make my own discoveries, and to benefit from that which I discover

People have suggested I go to a support group, but I don’t 	think I would want to be around a bunch of strangers the way I’m feeling.

To know the road ahead, ask those who are coming back.

CHINESE PROVERB

Grief crosses all boundaries. Among people who are suffering the loss of a loved one, barriers come down. People we didn’t know before are no longer strangers. To be among others who are sharing a similar loss—to learn from others about the process of grief and to hear from them the ways in which their lives could be made less troublesome or painful— is a great gift. Other survivors who have gone before us have tremendous knowledge, support, and comfort to share, and we will benefit by being open and receptive to them.

If we are particularly reticent about committing ourselves to a support group, we can make a deal with ourselves: we will try and it we don’t like it, we won’t go again. Chances are, if we attend a few times, we will begin making connections, establishing friendships. We will feel great relief among those who know the road we are on, the rugged terrain over which we will travel, and the time that is required to make the journey.

I will call a local hospice or the pastoral care office at a hospital to locate a local support group  for survivors. I will find out when they meet next and will join in their company at least once or twice. It will be my way of giving myself a new avenue  for working through the grieving process
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