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March 1, 2009

Learning How to Embrace Grief
Most of us either watch, talk about, or see some element of “death” everyday, watching it in movies, on TV, in video games, or reading about it in Hallmark sympathy cards. The problem is that we often believe that because we can handle death, we know how to grieve and help others through their grief. However, there are many people who believe that this is not true in Western society.  There is a saying that the future of our world lies greatly in the manner in which we handle our grief and, if this is true, we need to take a good look at how we cope with grief. 

When people talk about grief, they usually think of it in terms of someone losing a loved one to death. But there are many reasons why people grieve and the first place to start in changing our approach to grief may be in understanding that people go through the grief process when there is a loss of anything that is meaningful. Losing a job for many people can be like losing your life. When a person loses a limb due to an illness or accident, a woman loses a breast to cancer, a woman miscarries a pregnancy, a home or auto is lost to bankruptcy, a long-standing friendship or love relationship is lost, or a divorce occurs, grief frequently follows.
There is a price in not expressing your grief. Imagine if you never washed your clothes or showered. The toxins that your body produces just from everyday living would build up until it became intolerable. That is how it is with emotional and spiritual toxins, too. What we must remember is that the more these toxins rise, the more we have a tendency to blame or hurt others around us. People do not harm others out of joy. They hurt because they, too, are hurt or in pain. This hurt and pain sustained by our souls for not being allowed to feel and to express grief is directly linked to many illnesses and our general sense of spiritual and emotional confusion.  There can be so much grief that we grow numb from the unfelt and unexpressed emotions that we carry in our bodies.

In today’s world, most people carry grief and do not even know it. Children are often trained at a very young age how not to feel, and are often taught that to be good girls and boys, they have to “suck it up”. The consequence is a feeling of being isolated, even when in a crowd of friends.

We learn to compartmentalize our grief because expressing it in an unwelcoming place will only lead to more grief. 

Positive expressions of our grief are healing and we need to begin to help people heal by accepting our grief and the grief of others. We need to begin to see grief not as a foreign entity to be held down or caged up, but as something natural. As the recipient of someone’s grief, we also must understand that it is okay for someone to express pain. 
An important element of learning how to grieve is in creating rituals of grief, not just death. Rituals are an important part of life and can have an important place in the grieving process. Unfortunately, however, many people are embarrassed to create grieving rituals because everyone tells them to “get over it”, “it’s been long enough, move on”, or “you’re just living in the past”. On the contrary, creating a ritual to grieve your loss allows you a way to act on your grief in a constructive way. You may choose to include others in your ritual or to make it a private affair. Keep in mind that a meaningful spot for your ritual is far more important than a convenient one.  Sample grief rituals can include lighting candles, creating a memory scrapbook, planting a tree or flowers in memory of the loss, making a donation to a charity, finding a quiet place to think, and writing a letter of how you feel and then burning it outside under the stars.  Rituals have their own flavor and the people involved are the only ones who can determine exactly what elements are needed.  Give yourself permission to grieve, but keep moving forward
toward creating a new life, a new you.

