Secrets of Grieving Well – adapted from Waves of Grief.com from Carolyn Healy

Each Loss is New
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· Each loss has its own weight.

There is a formula you can use to explain your grief:  
        
       Your grief history + this loss = this grief journey

First, your history with grief includes your own actual experience, whether you are a veteran griever who has already worked out your theory of grief and your spiritual underpinnings, or whether you are a rookie, new to all this, who needs to invent your process. Even veteran grievers may find that they have to go back and work it all out anew with each new challenge.

It also includes your own grief style. Researcher Kenneth Doka describes a continuum of grievers, and it can be very helpful to find where you and your loved ones fall. On one end are intuitive grievers who are emotionally oriented and expressive. On the other are instrumental grievers, who take a more rational non-emotional approach. In between are blended grievers who display aspects of each style.  This viewpoint eliminates a source of considerable pain within grieving families – the idea that people who don’t wear their heart on their sleeves are not grieving, or not grieving properly. While an intuitive griever might go to the cemetery and weep, an instrumental griever might tend the grave, or build a fence around it.  They each grieve, but in their own way.

This loss itself is like no other. It helps to define what exactly you have lost. The company and companionship of a loved one? The hopes for the future for a relationship that just ended? The security and identity of a long-time job, now gone? The noise and life around the house before your last child took off for college, as well as the role it provided for you as chief caretaker? You are grieving the primary loss and also the secondary ones underneath it, and recognizing all of them helps keep you in balance.

Each new grief may reveal earlier losses that are still waiting to be grieved. A young woman came to see me because she couldn’t seem to get over the end of a relationship eight months before. She couldn’t figure it out, as she had been disenchanted with the boyfriend and was mostly relieved to see the relationship end. When she blurted out in frustration, “I didn’t grieve like this when my own brother died,” she had her answer. This boyfriend, who she’d met right after her beloved brother’s death in an accident, was a stand-in. Her grief was really for her brother, and once that became clear, she began to grieve her real loss.

Timing matters too. No loss occurs in a vacuum. If you’ve sent 4 kids off to college already and couldn’t wait for the new phase of life to begin when #5 leaves, you surprise yourself  by crying at 5pm when no one is about to burst through the door. If your father died three months after your mother did when you had barely begun to grieve her loss, how are you to shoulder both losses at once? If your fiancé left you the same year all your friends got married it only heightens your misery. If your last IVF failed the same month your sister-in-law got pregnant with her fifth child, how are you to pull yourself together to offer your congratulations? The best you can do is realize that the events that collide with your loss may weigh heavily, but are beyond your control. Give yourself a chance to take extra time and care to get on your feet. Take a clear view of all that you are contending with, without trying to talk yourself out of it. No, you shouldn’t be able to be happy for your sister-in-law, or for your newly married friends without suffering for your own loss.

Certain losses bring special complications that are rarely discussed.  When grief is not recognized by others as legitimate, for instance, this disenfranchised grief can be tougher than it would otherwise be. The longing of a parent who gave up a child for adoption is one example, or the grief of an unmarried life partner discounted by the family, or the loss of a hoped-for child through stillbirth or miscarriage. 

Catastrophic loss through violent death, the death of a child, or death by suicide can leave survivors reeling, and in need of comfort, time and focused support. Severe injuries that limit capabilities for the future also can be catastrophic, as can being the victim of a violent crime that leaves residual fears. War experiences can be catastrophic on all these levels.

The loss of memory and self, found with Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias do not involve death, but psychological absence, are called ambiguous losses. 

As mentioned earlier, repeated losses with little time in between can add to the challenge to do each loss justice. Grief layered upon grief requires time and energy beyond what each would require alone.

Learning how to meet the special challenges of these complications can often happen best through grief education and counseling with a grief specialist.

The combination of your own grief history and the particular issues of the current loss create a unique grief journey. The more you recognize the features of each, the better you will get through it.

For more information see www.thrivingdespitegrief.com
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