Secrets of Grieving Well – adapted from Waves of Grief.com from Carolyn Healy
The Gift in Grief
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· As grief leaves you gifts, you can pay them forward. 

Grief forms a natural legacy that can take many forms and creates a way to put into action all the energy you’ve invested in this journey. This legacy may involve carrying on the mission of a deceased loved one, or one of your own in honor of a special person. Like a hand-off at a track meet, the race goes on.

§  A young man whose mother, a teacher, died of cancer, before she could bear to tell him she had it, became a baseball coach, honoring her lifelong interest in children, providing him a way to carry forward her interests and mission. He drew strength and comfort from knowing he was doing work she would have loved to see, and discovered that he also got great satisfaction from helping kids do their best.
 
§  The father of a beloved young teen who died in a train accident headed up a rail safety movement that attempted to prevent future similar tragedies.
 
§  A woman, startled by a sudden divorce her husband of 20 years demanded so that he could marry a new love, joined a mentoring program for young girls that emphasized job readiness and self-reliance, qualities she felt were in short supply for her after the divorce.
 
§  A woman whose elderly dog had once saved her from a street assault, had to have the dog put to sleep. She began to volunteer at an animal shelter, initially to soothe her loneliness for her dog’s companionship, but then to become an advocate in the shelter’s adoption efforts to help others have the experience of companionship.
 
§  The number of foundations that are set up by families and friends to research diseases and conditions that claimed their loved one grows each year. A stunning example is Susan G. Komen for the Cure, established by breast cancer survivor Nancy Brinker in memory of her sister Susan who died of the disease. Since 1982 the organizations has raised over $1.5 billion for research, education and services. Others establish scholarship funds, basketball tournaments, memorial gardens and a wealth of other projects.

Grief shines a bright light on your life and may show the way to goals that occur to you for the first time, as well as goals that you had long been meaning to get around to. While wisdom suggests that you not embrace radical plans for a life change immediately after a loss, many people do change course in meaningful ways as their grief journey proceeds.

Less dramatic but just as crucial is the knowledge that results from loss. Each of us knows far more about life once we weather a loss, and that knowledge informs our life from then on and causes us to carry out new ways of living day to day.

The familiar message of people who develop a serious illness often sounds like this: Treat each day as if it is your last. Stay in the moment and you will recognize the beauty and joy to be found there. They meditate, pray, laugh, talk, whatever form it takes for them. But they live differently than before – more fully and more mindfully.

A writer whose parents died within three months of each other created a series of poems that drew on the practical and the emotional side of her experience of their declining health and her increasing care for them, and then her emotional experience after their deaths. She brought together her art and her grief experience into a project that eclipsed her other work.

Many who survive a relationship breakup form new habits and practices – daily journaling, regular contact with friends, pursuing interests that were crowded out by the relationship for instance. This recasting of daily life is a powerful tool to reclaim the territory of your own life.

A profound loss also brings a new attention to the arc of your life. Depending on which stage of life you are in, this will be expressed in different ways. Young people, like the young coach mentioned above, find direction. Those in midlife are moved to examine how they have lived while they can still make adjustments. Older people take the opportunity to look back and make sense of their lives. All find that there are rich veins to mine in times of grief.

Finally, once you have weathered grief, facing your own eventual demise can become less fearsome. One tool that helps you build a bridge between what you’ve learned and your loved ones is the ethical will. Just as your will disperses your belongings and funds to your heirs, you have much wisdom and life experience that also needs to be carefully transferred from you to them. The ethical will, which gives you a chance to leave them the thoughts and principles, values and priorities that you hold most dear, what you want them to know, the way you hope to be remembered, is an exciting and sobering and, believe it or not, fun and stimulating project. It does not require great literary skills, just deciding what you want to leave in your wake. Many people write it in the form of a letter, sometimes to the whole family or group of friends, sometimes separately to each person. 

A final word: Whatever form it takes for you, your grief and what you learn from it flows into your life to enrich your own and the lives of others. It can make you more you, more unique, more aware of your special place on earth and in the universe, and move you to make sure that you leave the imprint you mean to when it is your time to go. 

 For more information see www.thrivingdespitegrief.com

