Secrets of Grieving Well – adapted from Waves of Grief.com from Carolyn Healy
Know You’ll Always Have Your Love with You
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· Hold on, don’t let go.
This sounds like a radical idea at first. You don’t have to let go of what you are grieving for? What about the time-worn advice to let go and get on with your life, to shed your baggage and let go of your past?

You don’t have to. You get to keep the parts you can and transform your relationship with what remains. Hospice social worker and teacher Lorraine Hedtke offers her own family as an example.  Her mother died years before Lorraine’s daughter was born, yet through memory and stories, Lorraine includes her as a vital part of her daughter’s life.
How can this work? It works most naturally. A usual relationship doesn’t take place 100% in person. In between face-to-face visits, you carry around your experience with the person, and a deep knowledge that allows you to make predictions about what they would say to you about what is going on in any moment. In fact, you often hear their voices in your head even when you don’t want to!

There is no reason to give this up. When conventional wisdom requires that you cut off your ties with a loved one, it creates what Hedtke calls “ritual severance.”  It is much better to transform the relationship into a new form that allows you to keep the comfort and wisdom it contains.  It certainly doesn’t make it pain-free, because you still miss the presence and the touch of your loved one, but it allows the substance of the relationship to remain part of your life and experience.

Let’s say you lost a job you loved, one that was at the center of your self-image. Do you have to give up on the feelings of competence and mastery that you once achieved through the job? Do you have to discard the many contacts you made? Do you have to trade in the skills you developed that made you very good at the job? Certainly not. You put your resume together, adjust your list of references, and go back out there. You can suffer and grieve the loss and at the same time that you claim what is still yours.

Here’s a more challenging example: Your partner of five years announces that he is not happy and leaves you, dashing your dream that you would spend your lives together.

First, you sort out what is gone and what remains. He is certainly gone and your assumptions about him have to go too. You may need to seriously revise your assessment of the person he is, and question how you missed the seeds of this breakup.
The five years you spent with him may seem wasted at first, but once you are ready you can go back and mine them for what you can still salvage. For example, how did you change in those years; how did he help you grow stronger or more confident or wiser? None of that need be erased by his departure.

Further, what did you admire about him that has become part of you too – his assertiveness, his faith, his even-temperedness? (If you are shaking your head because he was none of those things, then maybe that’s helpful to notice too.)

So, you claim what still remains as your own and honor the relationship for having left it with you, and yourself for having retrieved it. This manner of turning absence into presence is part of the alchemy of grieving.  What seems to be one thing becomes another. The sadness exists but is accompanied by an unexpected discovery of something precious that remains.

Anthropologist Barbara Meyeroff developed helpful language to describe this transformation. She talks about each of us having a “club of life” made up of our friends and loved ones. If we pretend that they cannot continue to live on in our minds and hearts, we squander our capacity for attachment. 

In watching older folks in one community, she labeled the conventional advice to let go of a lost loved one dis-membering.   She suggested instead that holding on to the relationship in a new form be called re-membering, a way of keeping the relationship close.

A concept that I’d like to see fade into obscurity is closure. It seems to be a combination of Kubler-Ross’s final stage of acceptance and a demand to hurry up and get it over with.

For instance, a news reporter, interviewing survivors of a traumatic event even minutes after it happened, grills them about how they will achieve closure. I can forgive the reporter who is just looking for the best story for the evening news, but I cannot forgive the insistence on a premature tidy, feel-good ending. There is no switch to pull that will make it all right. The job in grieving is to reassemble a life piece by piece until it starts to make sense. Including the imprint of who and what you have held dear will help provide continuity and meaning.

For more information see www.thrivingdespitegrief.com
